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Kobolds of the Kale Gen


 


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


 


Khazak Mail Fist, Lord Karthan’s
Chamberlain and Honor Guard Warrior Group Leader.  He is the strongest kobold
in the gen, and arguably the best warrior the gen has ever known.


 


Khee-lar Shadow Hand, Leader of the Deep
Guard Warrior Group, he and his chief elite warrior Trelkar are both
descendents of a nephew of the last Lord Kale, lost on a quest some three
generations ago now.  Their lineage gives them some claim to the throne of the
Kale Gen.


 


Mynar the Sorcerer.  He is an outsider to
the Kale Gen, and has claim on the throne of the neighboring Krall Gen. 
Through the power of a stolen artifact, and his own ties to the magic that
flows from their world Dharma Kor, he hopes to seize both gens for his own.


 


Krobo and Jezmya.  Lord Karthan’s servant
and the lifemate Krobo found late in life.  Forces beyond him try to twist him
to do evil, and Jezmya’s son Spider provides the tools.


 


Kormach Manebrow, the Kale Gen’s master
trainer.  Devoted husband and father, veteran warrior, reluctant adventurer.  He
provides the best training possible, to help the yearlings survive their quest.


 


Durik, yearling and spearman.  Life has
dealt him several harsh blows, through which he has learned compassion and
determination.  Strange visions and the call of destiny follow him, though he
concerns himself mostly with his companions’ welfare.


 


Gorgon, yearling and hammer wielder.  Son
of a blacksmith, strongest and most aggressive of the yearlings; he has no
doubt that he will win the Trials of Caste.  Most of the rest of the yearlings
agree.


 


Trallik, yearling and scout.  Trallik is as
determined as he is unscrupulous.  Son of a fungus farmer, arguably the bottom
of the kobold social structure, he will not stop until he has reached the top. 
He will use all his scouting and stealth skills to achieve his goals.


 


Jerrig, yearling and javelin thrower.  Upon
reaching puberty, strange magical powers began to manifest themselves through
him.  Finally having gained some control over these powers, Jerrig hopes to use
them to his advantage in the Trials of Caste.


 


Arbelk, yearling and climber.  Oldest son
in a large family, Arbelk’s greatest aspiration is to be a bridge master for
his warrior group.  The antics of heroes have no place in him.


 


Keryak, yearling and spearman.  Best friend
of Durik, in part because he’s courting Durik’s younger sister.  He hopes to
gain a high standing in the gen to provide better for his future mate.


 


Troka, yearling and two-handed broadswordsman. 
Son of an elite warrior who won the Trials of Caste before Troka was born.  He
knows his father’s expectations are high.














 


 





 


 


Prologue


It
had been several moons since Lord Kale, lord of one of the five original large
kobold families known as gens, had last laid eyes on his beloved home in the
southern mountains.  The stout kobold warrior sniffed the air through broad
nostrils set under keen eyes, as he walked the tunnel that led through the
mountains to his homeland.  He could almost taste the sweet water of the great
river, feel its water running over his dark red scales.  At this time of year
it would be icy cold with spring runoff and running strong and deep through the
valley of his ancestral home.


Ahead of him, the unique gray and white heat
vision of his race revealed the efforts his entourage of warriors and servants
were making in carrying their many burdens; a mix of armor, weapons, and other
gear, as well as treasures from exotic lands far to the north of here.  The
gray tendrils of heat that rose from the sweating porters in front of him
wrapped lithely around the boxes and bags in their wooden framed packs. 
Looking back to his handful of personal guards, Lord Kale saw steely-eyed
glares under metal helmets scanning every crevice and side passage as calloused
hands grasped sword hilts and held shields close.  Tails swished this way and
that revealing their alert awareness.


It would not be long now, Lord Kale knew, and was
glad that he had decided to push on through the night until they reached the other
side of these mountains.  His armor chafed him, and his helmet had grown
irksome sitting over his horns like it did, but it would only be a few hundred
more paces until they reached the hollow in the canyon where they would rest,
on the edge of the broad valley their people shared with their neighboring
kobold tribe; the Krall Gen.


Lost in thought, Lord Kale looked up when his
lowered snout was splashed with something warm.  In front of him a porter fell suddenly
to the cold floor, head smashed in by a well-aimed rock from above.  


His pulse began to race.  “To arms!” he yelled and
everyone seemed to move at once.


He looked up and saw the warm shape of what had to
be a feral orc hefting another rock and preparing to drop it on him from a
hidden cavity in the tunnel ceiling.  Hefting his spear in one hand, Lord Kale
threw with all the enhanced might the Bracers of Kale gave him.  With a
gurgling cough, the green-skinned orc fell backward clawing desperately at the
spear shaft that had torn through his neck.


To the front of the large party of kobolds he
could hear quite a commotion, though the porters’ tall packs blocked any view
of it.  Looking back over the heads of his personal guard, he could see the hot
forms of several tall orcs with blackened mail armor and long, wicked looking
scimitars emerging from a side passage to their rear.  By the blood marks on
their armor they were Broken Fang Orcs; certainly nothing he hadn’t faced
before.  He’d been in desperate circumstances before, and this wasn’t the first
time he’d been ambushed by orcs.  This ungainly rabble would certainly break at
his warriors’ hands.


“Rally, my warriors!” Lord Kale bellowed.  “Steady
now!  Form the shield wall!  Move!  Move!” he called and his personal guard
contingent began to form up in a line facing the stream of orcs that were
coming at them from behind.  He was certain the warrior contingent to the front
was doing the same.  They were led well up there.  He was not worried.  “That’s
the way, now.  We’ll make them sorry they decided to play with us!”


The much taller orcs stopped only a few paces in
front of the short wall of shields with its outstretched barbs.  This is
unusual, at least, usually they crash headlong into our spears.  


Lord Kale looked at them with a sudden lack of
understanding.  Something was different here.  Something was… wrong.  Their
expressions were not ones of fear or rage, but rather ones of glee, as if this
whole thing were a wicked joke.


Sheathing his sword quickly, he pulled a fist-sized
translucent rock from his belt pouch and took it in both hands.  After staring
intently into its depths for a moment the bronze flecks that filled the orb
began to swirl and his vision transfixed on something deep in the stone.


In front of the shield wall, the orcs parted to
either side of the passageway, leaving a clear path.  There, standing just
behind the band of orc warriors was a tall, strange looking humanoid whose
leering eyes and cruel smile were visible to the kobolds’ heat vision from the
depths of his hooded cloak.  By his facial features he was certainly not a
native of these valleys.


Lord Kale looked up from the stone, his face
reflecting the danger he knew they were in.  Instantly he recognized the
mystical draconic runes on the strange one’s cloak.


“Warriors!  To the edge of the passageway!” he
called as a ball of fire began to form in front of the cloaked stranger.  His
guards moved fast enough to avoid the ball of fire that flew down the corridor,
blinding all in its path, but not all of his party was so lucky.  In sudden,
horrible realization, he watched as the fireball impacted in the midst of the
confused porters.  


Lord Kale was picked up and thrown by the force of
the blast like a child’s toy; the searing pain of fire as it washed over his
body, a snapping sound in his right shoulder as he slammed heavily into a fold
in the passage wall, a sharp pain punctuating his shortness of breath, and all
around him a confused din.  And then he was oblivious to it all.


He began to regain awareness of his surroundings
as the shock of the explosion began to wear off.  He lifted an aching arm to wipe
his eyes, his armored sleeve coming away covered with warm, sticky liquid
smeared with ash.  Though he wasn’t aware of it yet, the thick, rust-red scales
that covered his body had saved him from all but the most severe of burns, but
he’d brained himself on impact, breaking off one of his horns against the
unforgiving stone of the passageway as well.  


He was confused, and his right arm hurt terribly
as he tried and failed to grab his sword hilt.  Looking down, dumb-founded, he
saw his right arm hanging limp against his side.  Already the shoulder was
swelling horribly and he could feel that his collar bone was broken.


Almost whimpering to himself, Lord Kale looked
around with wide eyes.  All about the dazed leader, kobold and orc bodies lay
strewn about like so many cast off clothes, their lifeless eyes and surprised
looks a testament to the wanton destructive power of the stranger’s magic.


“The Kale Stone…” he muttered dazedly.  


In front of Lord Kale a kobold struggled to get
out from under the heavy body of an orc warrior.  The heavy limbs of the big,
green-skinned lout flailed about, not of their own power, until in a moment the
kobold was free of the entrapment and looking about in near panic.


As if it were a mercy from the Fates, fickle as
they were, in that moment sense returned to Lord Kale.  He was still severely
wounded, and he could now feel deep burns in many places on his body, but his
mind was painfully clear.  His eyes fixed on the translucent stone that his
left hand still grasped tightly.  Looking down the hall to where the cloaked
stranger was walking toward them, and then at the young warrior from his
personal guard, Lord Kale fixed the warrior with his eyes.


“Mintraub,” he spoke softly, yet intensely.


“Yes, my lord?” it was all the panicked young
warrior could do to not bolt.


“Faithful warrior of the Kale Gen, take our gen’s
stone of power,” Lord Kale commanded.


“But lord, I am not worthy of such a thing.  I
cannot do this thing!  You must live, sire.  Come now, use the stone!  Protect
us!”


With supreme effort, Lord Kale thrust the stone
into Mintraub’s hands then lay back against the wall.  “I am spent, young one. 
Go!  Go now and return the stone to our gen!  Karthan, the chamberlain… take it
to him!”


“But Lord Kale…” Mintraub began to protest.


“For the sake of our gen and the Kale Stone, go!”
Lord Kale shook with the effort of speaking.  A spasm of coughs overtook him.


Almost hopping up and down with fear, Mintraub
jumped up and began to run away from the cloaked stranger and the remaining
warriors from the party of orcs, who now walked much more cautiously behind the
powerful mystic.  Finding the closest side passage, Mintraub sprinted into it
and disappeared into the maze of winding passages that permeated this area of
the northern mountains.


With a strange calmness, Lord Kale looked toward
the tall stranger as he approached.  The large, pig-nosed mage scowled,
revealing fangs beneath feral eyes that marked him as a mystic of the Hobgoblin
Empire far to the east of these southern valleys.


It was not a normal thing to find hobgoblins so far
away from their lands, he thought.  Then Lord Kale’s mind began to drift away
from the moment as his blood ran red from burnt cracks in his flesh.  The pain
and the shock were beginning to take him away.


He thought of his lifemate and the fact that the
Creator had not yet blessed them with offspring, and of the one he had loved
before her and their illegitimate son.  He thought of his people; his friends,
family, and all who depended on him.  In the fiery eyes of the approaching
mystic was the realization that he would not see them again, until they met in
the place where the ancestors go.


The tragedy of it seared him more than his
wounds.  He’d spent these past two years traveling among the human kingdoms,
and talking to the dwarves, following the trade routes of the gnomes and
discovering so much about this world called Dharma Kor that was his race’s home. 
Always there was talk of war, politics, and intrigue.  But after digging long
enough, he had found the knowledge he had set out on this quest to find.  He
had found the Watchers, and found the prophecies of the ancients about his
people, and the will of the god-like being they called The Sorcerer for his
race.  


Great had been the knowledge he had found, many
had been his plans, and deep had been his concern for the events that lay
ahead.  But now, as he sat watching his doom approach, all of that passed on to
future generations.  Lord Kale breathed his last breath.


The fate of the Kale Gen and the Kale Stone was in
his hands no longer.

















 


Section I – Before
the Trials of Caste


 


















 


Chapter 1
– Return From the Underdark   


A
slight wind blew up from the depths below as Durik slowly pulled himself up to
the lip of the narrow ledge.  He braced his snout on its floor with a look of
determination etched on his bronze-scaled face.  Scrabbling with his feet to
find the foothold he’d only recently used as a handhold, he felt the rope
around his waist suddenly tighten then slacken just as quickly.  His eyes grew
wide as he quickly realized what was about to happen.  Reaching out in
desperation, Durik wrapped first one then another arm lightning quick around
the stalagmite on the edge of the ledge.  Before he could steel himself Jerrig,
his slighter cousin and fellow yearling and more importantly the one he was
tethered to by the rope around his waist, fell screaming through the air past
him, barely missing Durik’s flattened length as he hurtled by.  As Jerrig’s
flailing form reached the length of the short tether rope it jerked taut with a
bounce, throwing him about like a ragdoll.  


The force was more than Durik’s hasty grip could
take and the sudden jerk ripped his right arm free of the stalagmite.  Time
slowed to a crawl as he watched the fingers on his left hand slowly, but
inescapably lose their grip.  Casting around with his right hand desperately
for anything that might save them both from falling to a certain death Durik
found nothing.  


Just as his last finger gave way, a pair of strong
hands grabbed his left arm.  Durik looked up into the eyes of his savior.  Gorgon
shifted to brace himself against the stalagmite, his rippling muscles straining
over powerful, broad shoulders.  He had Durik by the hand and with Herculean
effort began to pull him up over the edge.  In short order Gorgon had Durik up
on the ledge, and the two of them together pulled in the rope until the
dangling Jerrig reached the ledge and was able to scrabble up the rock to
safety.


Panting like they’d sprinted here, the three young
kobolds sat shoulder to shoulder, tails still twitching with the adrenaline of
the moment, their backs against the cool stone of the almost sheer cliff wall
they had been attempting to scale.  


Gorgon’s aching muscles bulged beneath rust red
scales as he stood and stretched with the easy grace of a natural athlete.  As
their was no ambient light, the young kobolds’ heat vision revealed tendrils of
steam graying the air above all three of their bodies, the air about them
licking white hot tendrils from the edges of the scales that covered them;
three lattice-work beacons of exertion in the inky black depths of the underdark.


“Th… tha… thanks,” Jerrig finally got out between
breaths.


Durik, still breathing too hard to talk, looked at
the much slighter Jerrig.  “Uh-huh,” he managed to eek out.


“I don’t think this is… working terribly well,”
Jerrig huffed, his tongue lolling out the side of his dog-like snout as Durik
just looked at him.  “This is supposed… to be the easy part… of the climb.”


Durik stared at the patterns the rope had dug into
his fingers as he flexed them and blinked.  Rubbing them against each other he saw
a few scales fall into the void below them.


Jerrig sat up somewhat.  “Thanks for saving me,
both of you,” he said as he looked from Durik to Gorgon.  “I thought I was dead!”


Gorgon grunted acknowledgement as he rubbed his scaly
head just behind the horns, then looking as though he’d only begun to warm up, he
stuck his snout into the wind and looked up and down the cliff face at the
other four yearlings and their master trainer, all of whom were in some stage
of climbing this ultimate obstacle; the cliff known throughout their gen as
Sheerface.  Above him, Gorgon could see that Arbelk had climbed much quicker
and much further than the rest of them, his lithe form a bright contrast in
Gorgon’s heat vision to the pitch black of the cool rock wall he was climbing. 
On a ledge several paces above them, but still some distance behind Arbelk, Gorgon
could see Trallik’s snouted face poking over the edge, intent to see what was
happening yet devoid of any particular emotion, other than the intolerance that
he typically exuded.  Not far below his ledge Gorgon saw the tall, lanky Troka
being pulled up by Manebrow, the Kale Gen’s Master Trainer, and by Keryak, who
was probably the most normal looking of them all.  


Gorgon watched the Master Trainer finish hauling
Troka up to his ledge then looked up at the rest of them.  This past year of
training had made him intimately familiar with every mannerism the Master
Trainer portrayed.  Now, by the look on Manebrow’s face, Gorgon could tell that
they were going to be changing tactics.


“Everyone stay where they are!” Manebrow called
loud enough for even Arbelk up the cliff face from them to hear him over the
wind gushing up from below.  After a moment, when he could see that all seven of
the warrior trainees were looking at him, the muscular veteran warrior
continued.  “We’re not going to make it up Sheerface this way!  I think it best
that we send a pair ahead to get help and ropes to pull the rest of us up!”  The
seven yearlings muttered their approval, defeat evident in the eyes of some.  


Truly, the Fates wound about them in the wind, and
all of them could feel it.  They were fickle things, the Fates, and not to be lightly
tempted.  But the small group of yearlings had already swung Fates’ pendulum
far in their favor.  None of them wanted the pendulum to swing away from them
on their climb; despite their acts of bravado none wanted to join the ancestors
quite yet.


Arbelk, already several tens of paces ahead of the
rest of them in this climb, cupped his hands on either side of his snout and yelled
down to the group.  No one could hear him over the wind the first time, so he
breathed in deeply and shouted again.  “I’ll climb on ahead and bring back
help!”


Manebrow looked in the eyes of the other six
yearlings as he pondered what decision he should make.  He cursed himself again
for not ensuring their equipment had been hidden better when they had made the
long climb down Sheerface some two moons now in the past.  After all, if the
outcasts down in the underdark hadn’t gotten to their gear, they’d still have
had the equipment they needed to make this climb safely and together in one
group.  As it was, they had recovered barely enough equipment from the outcasts
to help get Jerrig, Troka, and Keryak, their three weakest climbers, this far up
the cliff.  


There was no going back, either.  The small group
of yearlings with their master trainer had been chased here by an armed band of
those same outcasts, who would now be waiting to see if they would come back
down or not.  He felt like a fox, chased into a hole with little hope of escape
by the route they’d come in, but this hole was thirty paces wide and went
straight up.


Manebrow shook his head.  He saw clearly that he
could send only a pair of climbers up the shaft for help, for that was all the
equipment they had.  Looking into their eyes, Manebrow knew that Jerrig, Troka,
and Keryak would be of no help in this circumstance.  Arbelk was by far their
best climber, but for this feat he would need someone to help him make the
climb, not hinder him.  For Trallik’s part, though he was lithe and skilled,
over this past year Manebrow had grown to not trust him to help others, which
was more necessary now than at any point in their year of training together.  That
left only his two best; Durik the most level-headed of his yearlings or the
much stronger Gorgon to belay Arbelk on this climb.  


If he sent Gorgon, he reasoned to himself, and both
Gorgon and Arbelk fell, then he knew he’d never be able to get the weaker
climbers up.  If Durik went, however, leaving Gorgon with the weaker climbers
and himself, they might still have a chance if things went wrong.  It was cold,
practical thinking, but he believed it was the only option he had left.  Besides,
this past year it seemed as if the Fates had smiled more on Durik, and that
certainly wasn’t a bad thing.


“Durik,” Manebrow ordered, “take the remaining
equipment and go up with Arbelk.  Arbelk will lead the climb.  You provide
anchor and belay him in case he falls.”


Both Trallik and Gorgon looked surprised, and
almost slighted by the Master Trainer’s choice, but while Trallik sulked on his
ledge, Gorgon quickly went about the task of gathering the climbing equipment
into one kit for Durik to take with him on the climb.  It didn’t take more than
a moment.  


Steeling himself for the life and death challenge
that lay ahead, Durik began the arduous climb up to meet Arbelk.


 





 


Word of the yearlings’ return spread like wildfire
through the gen.  Even more titillating and worrisome was the word that only two
of them had returned, leaving the rest of them trapped down Sheerface in the
underdark and in need of help.  When Lord Karthan’s chief elite warrior ran
into the council chamber and broke the news to the gen’s council all of them,
warrior group leaders and functional leaders alike, got up as one and rushed to
see for themselves.  


Not last among them was the Lord of the Kale Gen, a
kobold named Karthan whose sharp countenance and reserved manner were
complemented well by his above average height and erect bearing.  More
companion than servant, his chamberlain Khazak Mail Fist, an unusually muscular
kobold with broad shoulders and powerful arms, tightened the straps about his
wrists and adjusted his metal gauntlets as they walked.  Walking only a step
behind his lord, and sometimes at his side, Khazak’s eyes were set deep in a chiseled
face that had seen more than its share of duty and danger.  His presence was
deliberately menacing, though to those who knew him well they knew the look was
actually one of sheer determination, worn as a mask to shield an otherwise playful
heart.


Upon reaching the small cavern which sat squarely
at the top of Sheerface, Khazak Mail Fist’s voice boomed out.   “Make way for
the Lord of the Gen!”  At that pronouncement many of the curious onlookers who
had gathered to see the spectacle filed out of the small chamber, spurred along
by Khazak’s constant urging and directing; his presence was intimidating and
instantly commanded obedience from those who were not inured to him.


Once the way had been cleared, Lord Karthan pressed
into the warm wind that billowed up from the bowels of the underdark, ducking
through the doorway and entering the small chamber, now ablaze with torches and
full of activity.  All around the edges at the lip of the shaft were teams of
warriors from the Deep Guard Warrior Group winding winches with long ropes attached
to them, tight with the weight of whatever they were hoisting.  Sitting slumped
next to the doorway were two of the yearlings, one strangely bronze-scaled and
the other with a normal dark hue to his rust-red scales.  Lord Karthan
recognized them by their gear, the same type of gear he had worn during his
time of training almost two decades now past.  They were obviously exhausted from
the climb, with fingers, hands, toes, and feet that were cracked and bleeding. 
Around their waists the belay ropes had worn off some of their scales and by
the way they gingerly sat up he could tell they were bruised in many places.


As Lord Karthan approached the two young kobolds
they both struggled to stand.  He motioned for them to stay seated.  “Please,
yearlings, sit.  Relax.  You’ve been through enough for now.”  He looked at
Durik strangely, as though only now realizing this different-looking kobold was
one of his yearlings.


Durik and Arbelk sat back down, though neither of
them leaned up against the chamber wall.  Lord Karthan took a knee next to the
pair of exhausted yearlings, smiling at the rust-red yearling and looking with
a keen gaze at the other.


“Tell me what has happened?  Is the rest of the
yearling group alright?”


“Sire,” Durik started, speaking as formally as he
could muster. “Though all of our group escaped unscathed, the outcasts in the
underdark found our cache of equipment and took our climbing gear.  The Fates
were kind, though, and we made the climb up Sheerface for help.”


Lord Karthan looked at the pittance of remaining
climbing gear; a rope to connect the pair, one small pick, a recently emptied
bag of chalk, and a hammer, but no more spikes or pitons.  He looked over the
edge into the long, dark shaft then back to the pair of yearlings.  “You
climbed all the way up Sheerface… by hand?!”  


The pair nodded in unison.  


Lord Karthan looked back at Khazak Mail Fist. 
“Chamberlain, have you seen such a feat?  I think these two” he said,
hesitating as he looked at Durik, “will go down in the record of our gen.”


Arbelk’s face flushed beneath his translucent rust
red scales at the complement.  “It was what had to be done, sire, nothing
more,” he muttered.


Durik quickly jumped in.  “Sire, it was Arbelk
here that led the climb.  I merely followed his lead and held the rope for
him.”


Lord Karthan studied the pair for a moment before
speaking.  “A great feat nonetheless Arbelk, and…” 


“Durik, sire,” Durik quickly filled in.  “Son of
Durim, late of the Wolf Riders.”


Lord Karthan’s piercing gaze seemed to see right
through Durik.  “Ah, yes, grandson of the bronze-scaled immigrant,” he said
referring to Durik’s grandfather who had come from the gens to the north of the
Kale Gen several decades now in the past.


“Yes, sire.”  Durik bowed his head at this mention
of this trait that he had inherited from his father, and from his grandfather
before him.  This difference had been a point of ridicule growing up, for in the
Kale Gen only the scales of the most venerable of kobolds had any bronze to
them.  He counted his cousin Jerrig lucky, as his scales were mostly rust red like
everyone else’s in the Kale Gen, with only a tinge of bronze on them, mostly at
the tips, the same as Jerrig’s father.


“Well, good climb then Arbelk… and Durik,” Lord
Karthan said as he stood and looked over the edge into the darkness.  The
leader of the Deep Guard’s rescue team had just had the torches doused so they
could better see the yearling group’s progress.  Still a distance down the
shaft the hot silhouettes of the yearlings and their master trainer hung from
long ropes like spiders dangling from their silk.  A pair of slighter yearlings
were tethered together on the same rope while on another rope the largest, most
muscular yearling was alone.  Below them the rest of the group was strung out
over a hundred paces or so, all of them hanging helplessly from the winched
ropes, the winds of the Fates swirling powerlessly about them now.


 





 


By his look, Khee-lar Shadow Hand, leader of the
Deep Guard Warrior Group, was of noble breeding, the wide eyes and broad snout
of the Kale line protruded from under a light brow and smaller than normal
horns.  But his demeanor had changed his look over time, until finally the
ravages of his excessive emotions, often focusing inward until some provocation
or another brought it all out in a torrent upon whomever was about, had left
him with the look of one who seemed to be continually brooding about something
or another.  In truth, he was rarely a master of his passions, rather they were
often his master, and a hard master at that.


As he stood between two of the winch crews,
Khee-lar watched the first pair of kobolds from the yearling group crest the
lip of the shaft to be helped up onto flat ground.  Beside him stood his chief
elite warrior, a usually quiet but rather determined kobold named Trelkar, who
held the status of second only to Khee-lar among those of the Deep Guard
Warrior Group.  The seeming disparity between Trelkar’s calm, determined manner
and Khee-lar impassioned brooding seemed to belie the fact that they were
cousins; but the similarity of their features definitely confirmed the fact
that both of them were descendents of the Kale line.  For any who knew them
well, it could be said that at times Trelkar was as passionate as Khee-lar
Shadow Hand, and there were times of self-mastery where Khee-lar was more
calculating than Trelkar.  It left everyone about them guessing.


By Khee-lar’s other side was a rather non-descript
looking Deep Guard warrior who seemed to be observing everything with a deep
intensity.  By the brands on his chest, a sword on a banner, he was an elite
warrior.  The cut of his belts showed that he was Deep Guard, though none there
knew him by face, which was deliberate.


Not long after the first pair arrived, Lord
Karthan had arrived with his chamberlain and leader of his Honor Guard Warrior
Group, the brute Khazak Mail Fist.  Khee-lar had paid them no attention, though
the non-descript warrior watched them with an unusually keen gaze.  As they
stood there chatting a third kobold was hoisted up to the lip of the chasm, a
rather muscular yearling from the Metal Smithies Warrior Group whose name
neither Khee-lar nor Trelkar could remember at the moment.  Immediately after him
a fourth kobold arrived whom they did recognize.


“Welcome back, Trallik,” Khee-lar said as this
fourth yearling shed his harness.


Trallik noticed who was addressing him and quickly
hid the arrogant attitude he habitually wore.  “Thank you, sire,” he said as
politely as he could, seemingly over aware that Khee-lar Shadow Hand was not
only the warrior group leader of the warrior group he grew up in, but that he
would probably be his warrior group leader for much of the rest of his life.


“From what your fellow Deep Guard yearling tells
me, Arbelk I believe he’s called, you have had quite the time in the underdark
these past two moons,” Khee-lar said.


“Yes, sire,” Trallik said, not meeting Khee-lar’s intimidating
gaze.


“Arbelk is quite the climber, from what I hear as
well,” Khee-lar continued.  “He appears to have climbed Sheerface tethered to
nothing but another yearling; Durik, the bronze-scaled one, from the Wolf
Riders Warrior Group.”


Trallik scowled.  “Yes, sire.  Arbelk led the
climb, but I should have been chosen to go with him, not Durik.  Being Deep
Guard, I am the better climber.”


Khee-lar Shadow Hand nodded in approval of the
comment, giving a knowing look over his shoulder to Trelkar who stood with him. 
“Well, you seem to be capable enough, from what I have heard in the master
trainer’s reports this past year.”  Khee-lar thought for a moment then
straightened.  “We will talk again, perhaps after the Trials of Caste.  Do your
best there, Trallik.”


Trallik sensed that he was dismissed, so he stood
and turned to leave, not bothering to wait for the rest of the yearling group,
wanting only to go somewhere and rest after so long on patrol in the
underdark.  Khee-lar Shadow Hand’s next comment, however, rooted him in place.


“I believe we have a special place for one
of your talents and disposition in the Deep Guard, Trallik.  But first I will
have to assess exactly how loyal to me you are willing to be.”  Khee-lar
paused as Trallik looked at him quizzically.  “Go on, now.  I can see that you
are anxious to return to your home.”  Behind him the non-descript warrior’s keen
gaze focused entirely too intensely on Trallik for his comfort.


Not knowing what to think, Trallik left for his
father’s humble tent in the caverns of the Deep Guard.  Bowing his head, he
passed by Lord Karthan who was too busy talking with Gorgon to notice his
passing.


 





 


Though it was not his usual custom, but since he
was there he decided to do so anyway, Lord Karthan personally greeted and
congratulated each of the yearlings as they emerged from the shaft, patting
them on the back and telling them how proud he was of their resourcefulness in
dealing with a problem that other year-groups had not had to deal with.  When
Manebrow, the Master Trainer, arrived last of the group, Lord Karthan beckoned
Khee-lar Shadow Hand over as Manebrow was shedding his harness.  Khee-lar
reluctantly complied.  Though Lord Karthan didn’t notice his reluctance, Khazak
Mail Fist, Lord Karthan’s chamberlain, saw it clearly.


“Ah, Khee-lar,” Lord Karthan said, “Manebrow’s
report of discovering signs of industry and organization down among the
outcasts is disturbing.  I want you to get with our good trainer and discover
the strength of the outcast group that the yearlings were facing, and find out
from him their places of refuge.  Then I want you to organize a war party and
drive them out of the upper places in the underdark where our yearlings train. 
We should remember to do this each year before their two moons in the underdark.”


Khee-lar Shadow Hand sneered.  “If it wasn’t for
your overzealous laws, we wouldn’t have so many outcasts,” he quipped.  Behind
Khee-lar his companions grinned in approval of the comment.


Lord Karthan looked at Khee-lar like he was seeing
him for the first time.  Behind him Khazak Mail Fist’s gauntleted hand scraped
against his sword hilt.  Manebrow’s senses immediately sharpened as what little
adrenaline he had left kicked in.  


Lord Karthan looked at Khee-lar in disgust, “Enough,
Khee-lar.  You have your orders, now execute them!”  


Without waiting for a response, Lord Karthan
turned and departed.  Khazak Mail Fist followed after him, not turning his back
to Khee-lar or the assembled Deep Guard warriors until he was at the exit from
the chamber.


Manebrow hastily gathered the yearlings together,
noting that Trallik had already left.  Without even pausing to ensure they had
what little equipment they’d brought up the cliff with them, he quickly led the
yearling group out of the chamber and toward the more inhabited portions of
their gen’s cavern complex.


 





 


Not long after the yearlings’ departure the Deep
Guard warriors finished gathering up the winches and ropes they had deployed to
rescue the stranded yearlings, and began hauling it all out of the cavern and
off toward their warrior group’s storerooms.  Taking leave of his leader and
the non-descript warrior, the Deep Guard Chief Elite Warrior Trelkar
accompanied the other Deep Guard warriors, to ensure that they stored the gear
properly.  In a matter of a few minutes Khee-lar Shadow Hand and the
non-descript warrior were alone in the small cavern, looking down into the inky
blackness of Sheerface.


“You were rather impetuous, my friend,” the
non-descript warrior stated.  “Being lifemate of your dead sister has made Lord
Karthan blind to your involvement, I see.  You have done well to put Trelkar’s
face foremost in the conspiracy in Lord Karthan’s mind.”


“Hm, yes, well, the time is swiftly coming where I
will no longer have to hide my intentions in the shadows, or my actions behind
Trelkar and the rest of the Covenant.  Wouldn’t you agree, Mynar?” Khee-lar
turned to face his companion.  “After all, there is but one more piece to put
in place, then the time for action will be at hand and I will be Lord of the
Kale Gen.  Now, tell me, Mynar, where is the Kale Stone?  You have your gen’s
stone.  Surely it must have revealed the location of its brother stone by now.”
 Now that the two of them were alone Khee-lar’s indignation began to show.  By
the tone of his voice, it was clear that Khee-lar was beginning to chafe at his
companion’s condescending attitude.


The kobold Khee-lar Shadow Hand had called Mynar
smiled a strained smile and nodded.  He put a hand in a large pouch on his belt
which held something heavy and spherical and, in a moment, before Khee-lar’s
eyes the illusion vanished and the visage of the non-descript warrior was
replaced by that of a middle-aged kobold, the thickness of his horns and the darker
hue of his scales marking him as a member of the neighboring Krall Gen.


“You have done well,” Mynar the Sorcerer said as
he looked over the edge of Sheerface into the void beyond, deliberately
ignoring the question.  “I agree.  You’ve brought the binding covenants to life
and brought many to your cause.  But I will save my congratulations until the
crown is actually yours.”


Khee-lar grunted his agreement.  If there was one
thing he had clearly learned from his former mentor, it was how not to take
over a kobold gen.  After all, despite seizing the Krall Stone, Mynar had been recently
chased out of his own gen after unsuccessfully trying to kill Lord Krall.  And it
was Mynar’s undue reliance on his allies the Bloodhand Orc Tribe that had lost
him his bid to seize leadership of Khee-lar’s own gen, the Kale Gen, six years
now in the past.  That had truly been a bloody affair, one which Khee-lar
remembered only too well.  


“I’ve given you much help and gold to make your
cause real.  Are you prepared for the next task you must perform for me?” Mynar
asked.


Khee-lar grimaced, though he tried to make it a
thoughtful look, rather than one that showed the utter disdain he felt.  “Must
you ask me now, when I am but days away from seizing the throne of the Kale Gen?”


Mynar snorted his disapproval at his reaction. 
“Your power is mine, and I will have your obedience.”  He stared intently at
Khee-lar.  After a long, awkward pause with no response from Khee-lar, Mynar
continued.  “Besides, what I ask of you will only further your goals as well as
mine.”


Khee-lar felt that he had taken his mentor’s tools
and used them to build a foolproof plan that would surely succeed, unlike his
mentor’s plans to date.  Indeed, if all went according to plan Mynar the
Sorcerer would be his mentor no longer, but rather his student, if he let the
pompous fool live.  He needed no ‘help’ with his plans.  Staring over the edge
into the long, deep darkness of Sheerface, he pondered on this almost
unnecessary relationship.  Almost unnecessary, but not yet fully so…


“What is it you ask?” he finally said in a flat
tone.


“Ah, yes.”  Mynar smiled, hearing the obedience in
Khee-lar’s voice return.  “Swear to me that you will take the life of Lord
Karthan’s whelps.”


Khee-lar thought for a moment.  “Why do you care
whether or not they live?  He is lord of the Kale Gen, not of your Krall Gen.”


Mynar smiled.  “Surely you jest?  You know that I
will have the closest blood-ties to the throne of my gen once I kill Lord Krall
and his sons, as will you once you kill Lord Karthan and his whelps.  However,
your lord has claim to my gen’s throne.  Don’t forget, my lord took your lord’s
older sister as a lifemate!”


“There is no such agreement between our gens.”  Khee-lar
shook his head.  He was at the end of his patience with Mynar and his
condescendence.  After all, Mynar had been chased here by the servants of Lord
Krall after his botched assassination attempt.  Khee-lar had no patience for
those who failed.  He had found life to be rather unforgiving to those who
couldn’t perform.  With a twitch of the eye, Khee-lar unintentionally let on
that he knew Mynar was next to the edge of the cliff.


“Agreement or not, by the Scrolls of Heritage Lord
Karthan and his whelps have a stronger claim to the throne of my gen than I
do.  I cannot tolerate that,” Mynar said, still believing he was firmly in
control of Khee-lar.  “By killing them all, you eliminate their threat to your
claim on the throne of the Kale Gen, as well as their claim on the throne of
the Krall Gen.”


“Since when have you cared what the Scrolls of
Heritage say?”


Mynar’s brows rose as he looked at Khee-lar anew. 
“Have I taught you nothing?  They give you control over the masses.  Whether or
not you agree with them, you must appear legitimate in the eyes of your gen or
your rule will not last.”


Khee-lar Shadow Hand shook his head slowly.  “Ah
Mynar, that is where you and I part ways.”  He turned and stared into Mynar’s
eyes with a cold intensity that could mean only one thing.  “I will control my
people.  Once I establish my rule, I will have no need of scrolls or any such
crutch.  They will obey me, or they will die.”


Mynar the Sorcerer could see the danger in
Khee-lar’s eyes, in the way he stood, in the tightness of his muscles, as if he
were preparing to strike.  Struggling to not let his fear show, he took a step
away from the edge of the precipice.  He was losing control over Khee-lar, so
he used the last piece of leverage he knew he had.  “You want the Kale Stone,
and I can get it for you.  Don’t forget that, Khee-lar.”


Khee-lar paused for a moment then growled in
frustration as he willed himself to stand down.  Turning away from Mynar, he
took a couple of deep breaths.  Having his gen’s stone of power would ensure
his rule was not challenged.  That was worth maintaining some semblance of
deference to his former mentor, if only in word.  “I will not fail,” Khee-lar
said tensely as he began to walk out of the cavern.  Turning back he snapped at
Mynar.  “See to it that you get me what I need to cement my rule.”  


With that Khee-lar Shadow Hand ducked into the
narrow passageway and departed.


Standing alone now in the wind that rose up from
the underdark, Mynar the Sorcerer wiped the sweat from his brow and
straightened up, breathing deeply before leaving the chamber himself.  As he
left the chamber, he passed his hand over his face again, taking on the visage
of the non-descript warrior as his look became more determined.


“Oh the Kale Stone will return to the Kale Gen, my
dear Khee-lar Shadow Hand,” he spoke under his breath as he entered the chamber
beyond and saw Khee-lar walking down the long passage beyond.  “And with it I
will bend you and this gen to my will.”
















Chapter 2
– The Lord of the Gen’s
Daughter


The
sounding of the third gong found the Kale Gen’s arena a hive of activity.  A
night and most of a day had passed since the yearlings had returned from the
underdark and only one more full day after this one was left to the dedicated
warriors of the Honor Guard to finish the preparations for the Trials of
Caste.  High above the floor of the arena, Kormach Manebrow, Master Trainer of
the Kale Gen, sat nursing various aches and pains he’d acquired during the last
piece of the yearling group’s training.  From his vantage point on the lowest
bench in the stands high above the floor of the gen’s cavernous arena he could
see several of his fellow Honor Guard warriors working on various portions of
the obstacles and constructs that formed what was known as the scouting trial,
putting in the final traps, openings, and finishing touches in preparation for
the event that was but two mornings away now.  


It was in this arena, among its various
challenges, obstacles, and pitfalls, that the yearlings would demonstrate their
newly learned skills and earn their standings in the gen.  Indeed, these
challenges would determine who would be chosen to lead and who would be led. 


For as long as anyone in this great extended
family known as the Kale Gen could remember, the Day of Beginnings, which
marked the day their gen had separated from the four other original gens, and
its attendant Trials of Caste had been a significant event not only for the yearlings,
but for the entire gen.  Apart from the constant smell of cooking fires and the
preparations for the joinings of some of the females that would come of age
this day or from previous years, a constant hum of other activities led up to
the Trials of Caste.  


Weapon smiths shaped poles into practice spears. 
Construction crews repaired obstacles and ensured the soundness of bridges and
the various wooden constructs that filled much of the main floor of the gen’s
arena.  It was a time of much excitement among almost all the members of the
Kale Gen.  For Manebrow, however, it was a time of great relief, as it meant
that his duties as trainer for this group of yearlings would soon be over.  This
was the comforting thought that he was pondering as he sat surveying the scene.


From behind him a soft voice interrupted his
solace.  “Manebrow?”


Turning to see who was there, Kormach Manebrow
raised the unique, thick, dark reddish-brown eyebrows that gave him his honor
name questioningly and pursed his lips.  “Kiria?” he finally asked.


“Yes,” the young female kobold replied.  “Were you
expecting someone else?”  Her fine features and large eyes appeared almost
concerned, as if she didn’t want to preempt whoever the trainer’s other visitor
might be.


“No,” Manebrow reassured her.  “I was waiting for
you alone.  It’s just…” Manebrow hesitated “it’s obviously been some time since
I’ve seen you.  You’ve grown up.”


Though it was stated matter-of-factly, Kiria flushed
at the off-handed compliment and bowed her head down into the high collar of
the simple red wool dress she wore.  “It has been the better part of this past
year, I guess,” she answered then steeling herself she fixed him with one eye.  “I
can’t stay a young whelp forever, you know.”


“I know, my lady,” Manebrow answered.


“My lady?” Kiria repeated quizzically.  “Come now,
I’m not that old yet.”


Manebrow nodded his head.  “Standing there in that
dress and with this adult voice you seem to have gotten, you are a clear
stand-in for Lady Kiri.”


Kiria was taken aback at the reference to her
mother, gone to the place where the ancestors go six years ago during the orc
raid on their gen’s home.  The comparison left her flushed and speechless.


Seeing her discomfort, Manebrow tried to change
the subject.  His efforts came off bluntly; he had little diplomatic skill left
after so many years in the harness.  “The purpose your father had in arranging
this tour was so that you could get a better understanding of what the yearling
group will be doing tomorrow.”


Kiria shook off the memories that were dancing
around in her head, glad for the change in subject.  “Yes, I guess so.”


“Well, let’s start with what you know already,”
Manebrow prompted her.


Kiria thought for a moment, then remembering what
she had read the night before in the Lore Master’s library, she answered.  “The
Trials of Caste is a tradition dating back to the time of The Sorcerer, when
our race began.  Anciently it was called the Time of Trials, and it was said to
have been started by Kobold, the First Sire himself, to determine which of his
progeny would inherit the Place of Beginnings, or Palacid as it was called in
the ancient scrolls, where kobolds first came to be, and thereby become the
next leader of the race.”


Manebrow smiled.  “Right you are, my young lady,”
he said.  “Now this year’s Trials of Caste may not be for such a grandiose
prize, but these young trainees have still gone about their preparations with a
ferocious intensity,” Manebrow said.  “Follow me.  I’ll take you around the
arena and let you see close up some of what lies in store for the yearlings
tomorrow.”  


Manebrow and Kiria walked through the Lord’s Box
at the front of the stands and down the stairs that led into the arena.  Still
slightly favoring an aching leg and nursing a few other aches and pains
elsewhere, Manebrow took the stairs more slowly than he might have otherwise. 
For Manebrow, who was now thirty years old, the effort required to drive these
yearlings was getting greater and greater each year.  With this rather talented
group of yearlings, and toward the end of the year especially, he felt as if he
had spent more effort trying to keep up with them, rather than driving them;
that to him was the sign of a good group of yearlings that were ready for the
Trials of Caste.


As they reached the bottom of the stairs and made
their way toward a large patch of sawdust with a tall wooden stand next to it,
Manebrow continued the tour.  “Every year, each group of yearlings gives it their
all, for to fail any of my tests during the year, or to not complete the
training for any reason, is to become part of the servant caste.”


Kiria nodded in troubled understanding.  One of
the few household servants her father kept had mentioned this in passing when
she was younger, and the absoluteness of such a judgment had struck her then as
it did now.


“This year thirteen yearlings started the year of
training, probably about a third the number of the next smallest year-group
I’ve trained,” Manebrow continued with perhaps a hint of wistfulness.  “But the
small size of the group was to be expected, considering the drought and famine
of almost sixteen years ago now.  You’re the same age as these ones, you know.”
 Manebrow smiled at her.  “You were all progeny of hope, conceived in a time
when we didn’t know if we would survive the winter.”


“You were already a young warrior, past the
trials,” Kiria said, her emotions still brewing.


“Aye, or rather it was the year before my turn at
the trials.  Now in two days the remaining seven will undergo the Trials of
Caste.”  Manebrow paused as he considered the six who had not measured up, and
therefore had not made it through the year of training.


“You mean that almost half of the yearlings didn’t
make it through the training?!” Kiria asked, flustered, her emotions flowing
freely.  “But the gen’s council is always talking about the need for more
warriors!  Knowing the need, how can you send so many of the yearlings to the
servant caste?”


Manebrow thought for a moment before answering the
Lord of the Gen’s young daughter.  He could clearly see that, like the
yearlings who had failed, all of which were her same age, she had no
understanding of what challenges awaited the defenders of this gen in the large
world outside their gen’s home caverns.  


“You must understand, my lady, that there are much
bigger and nastier things in the world than kobolds.  To send a kobold out into
that world unready and incapable of facing those threats… I would have signed
his death sentence, for he would not survive long, and a dead kobold is of no
use to anyone.”  


Manebrow could see that his arguments were gaining
ground with the young female, though emotion echoed loudly still behind her
large eyes.  After giving Kiria a few moments to attempt to master her
emotions, he continued.  “Though I do not relish sending the other six back to
their warrior groups to be servants to their betters, I know that if I do not
hold the group to a high standard that it will only serve to weaken the gen,
not strengthen it, and I will not tolerate that.”  


Manebrow knew all too well that holding to a
standard meant that some would not live up to that standard, a concept that
many disagreed with, including some of their gen’s council members and
apparently his lord’s daughter, though as he watched Kiria seemed to
reluctantly accept his reasoning, if only just.


“Well, my lady, this area is where we will conduct
the melee weapons trial,” he said as the two of them arrived at the empty
sawdust circle next to the tall wooden stands.  “And on this stand, of course,
is where the trainers will stand.”


“Are there not supposed to be racks with wooden
weapons here for the trials?” Kiria asked.


“Yes, quite right.  I’m sure they’ll be brought
out before the trials start in two mornings’ time,” Manebrow answered.  He
could see that she was bored with this part of the tour and they quickly moved
on to the area of the arena where the ranged weapons targets and weapons
barrels were set up.


As they walked, Manebrow sighed with the relief of
knowing this year’s training cycle was complete, even though in the back of his
mind he knew full well that the next group of yearlings were already being
prepared to enter their year of training, and a much larger group at that, for
the year after the drought and famine had brought a baby boom.  Soon, Manebrow
would be deep in training again, training with weapons, climbing, working with riding
wolves and pack dogs, survival, and the tactics that their gen employed in
battle.


This last skill, that of tactics, was the most
intense part of their year, and the part that wore Manebrow down ever more as
each year took its toll on his body.  Despite the physical cost, he refused to
drop his high standards and reduce the intensity of the training.  As such, for
weeks he trained and drilled each yearling group in the art of forming a shield
wall, ambushing, scouting, fighting in formation, and infiltration.  Then,
climbing down the massive cliff called Sheerface into the dark caverns far
below their gen’s home, the future warriors spent their last two moons leading
each other as Manebrow stepped back and let them learn.


After weeks of going days at a time with little or
no sleep, constantly conducting raids and ambushes, assaults and defensive
actions, the yearling group then concluded the fevered pace of their training
with a climb up Sheerface into their gen’s home caverns.  Upon returning to the
gen, the yearlings were pronounced ready for the Trials of Caste, and Manebrow
got a few days of well-deserved rest.


The mismatched pair reached the large weapons rack
that held the bows, quivers, and javelins for the ranged weapons trial.  Grabbing
a javelin, Manebrow offered it to the young female.  By the look in her eye, he
thought perhaps she would accept a challenge.


“What?  Me throw that?” she complained.  After a
moment of looking into his unwavering gaze, Kiria took the javelin and with a
huff turned to face the large bags that served as targets spaced evenly for
some distance in front of the weapons rack.  Screwing up her courage and hoping
she wouldn’t look like too much of a fool, Kiria threw at the closest target. 
The javelin wobbled through the air for several paces, then landed in the dirt,
skittering then rolling sideways to a stop many paces in front of the closest
of the targets.


“Not bad,” Manebrow said offhandedly.


Kiria scowled.  “Whatever happened to all that
talk of standards?” she said, almost jokingly.


“Very well, my lady.  Not bad for one who has not
undergone the year of training,” Manebrow said.  


Kiria picked up a bow and pulled an arrow out of one
of the quivers.  Pulling the string with all her might she was finally able to
get the string back almost to her breast before finally releasing it with a
strained grunt.  The arrow flew downward much quicker than she had anticipated,
almost sticking in the ground some twenty paces in front of her.


“Still,” she said, “I do wish I had some skill
with weapons.”


“Your calling in life is not to bear arms in a
quest to further the gen,” Manebrow answered.  “You have no need of any skill
with such things.”


Kiria gave him a look that he did not recognize,
almost wistful and yet at the same time weighed down by the burden of things
held close.


“Take me through the obstacles, Master Trainer,”
she said.


As they turned to go toward the obstacles that,
collectively, were the scouting trial, a voice called out from the direction of
the council chambers.  Norborib, one of her father’s servants, had come with a
summons for Kiria.  She stopped, a frustrated look on her face.


“My lady?” Manebrow asked.


“My father wants me home.”  She looked longingly
at the obstacles in front of them.  “And the scouting part is the part I least
understood.  Oh well, next time perhaps,” she sighed.


“Or tomorrow, or after the trials and before they
disassemble it all,” Manebrow offered matter-of-factly.


Kiria shook her head. “Not likely,” she said, a
wistful look in her eyes as she turned to go.


 





 


Durik was deep in thought as he and Keryak came
ambling around the corner, almost colliding with their master trainer.  


“Hey, watch it now!”


The two yearlings stopped short of Manebrow who
had just left the arena, the sudden appearance surprising them all and shaking
Durik out of his thoughts.


“Sorry!” Keryak yelped as he stumbled back.  Beside
him, Durik stopped and looked about.  From behind Manebrow’s protective stance,
a young female kobold appeared, lithely sidestepping their brawny trainer’s
outstretched arm.  She was dressed in a high-collared red robe, with copper
bracelets and a necklace of charms.


Durik’s eyes were drawn to hers; they were large
and dark, and moist so that they shone in the dim light of the rush torches. 
It seemed as if she were both sad and hopeful at the same time.  The paradox of
the two emotions playing across her suddenly welcoming face seared the memory
of that first meeting into his heart.  It was all he could do to notice the
others standing there with him, though Keryak’s awkward stammering brought him
back to the moment.


Suddenly, Durik was very conscious of his
appearance, and of how foolish Keryak’s yelp and his stammering must sound to
this… to her.  Grabbing Keryak by the arm, Durik breathed in and forced himself
to speak.


“I am Durik,” he said shyly, keenly aware at the
moment of his bronze scales.  But at the name her whole countenance lit up,
bringing down the young warrior’s guard and leaving him exposed and helpless.  He
was struck suddenly, and his mind was instantly on fire with her.  Durik thought
that hers was a face of the divine, a face that would bring a warrior home
through many trials, and a face that he would see in his dreams.


Keryak was saying something, and Manebrow
responded, then the female spoke and nodded toward Durik.  Durik was certain
that he had heard the name “Kiria” spoken, but he was engulfed as he never had
been before by that moment; a moment he did not yet understand.


A subtle wind had begun to pulse through the
passageway as those who worked the shafts and vents that regulated their
caverns changed their pattern.  Accepting the Winds of Fate, Kiria spoke
gently, her eye-lids half lowering as she demurely followed Manebrow up the
passageway, “We will meet again.”  It was several moments after she had turned
the next corner that the spell was broken and Durik could again speak.


“Hello!” Keryak breathed loudly for the third
time, trying not to be loud enough for Manebrow and Kiria to hear up the
passage from them.  “Durik, are you in there?”


“Did you see how she looked at me?” he mumbled
semi-coherently.


Keryak shook his head.  “She compliments your
bronze scales and all of a sudden you’re love-struck.”


Durik’s eyes widened.  “She what?”


Keryak rolled his eyes and huffed, “She said Such
an exotic color.  Weren’t you listening?”


Durik’s heart soared, then he came to a sudden
realization.  “What if she didn’t like me?  What if she meant I look strange. 
Ah!”  


Keryak waved a hand in front of Durik’s face. 
“Hey, are you in there?”


Durik shook his head to clear it and, as if the
magic was gone, he was suddenly standing there in the passageway watching a cloaked
figure who appeared to have quietly stepped out of the large arena doors and
silently closed them.  For all that was going through his mind at the moment,
Durik somehow noticed that something was obviously wrong here, as the guards
didn’t use cloaks, and no one other than the guards was to be in the arena.


Keryak turned Durik’s head, breaking his view. 
“Durik, you fool!  That’s the Lord of the Gen’s daughter!  Don’t get any
ideas!”


Durik threw Keryak’s hands off his snout and turned
to look again toward the arena.  No one was there.  Quickly he began walking
toward the arena doors.


In the meantime, the kobold had stepped off into
an alcove, shed his cloak, wrapped it up and started to put it in the bag at
his side.


Just as the kobold turned to head off into a side
passage, he ran headlong into Durik.


“Hey, what’s that? Trallik!”


Trallik often surprised others, but he himself hated
being surprised.  “What are you doing!” he snapped as he bumped into Durik, the
cloak falling to the ground at his feet.


“I might ask you the same,” Durik replied, looking
down at the cloak.  “What’s that for?” he asked.


“You’re not sneaking around the arena, are you?”
Keryak accused.  “You know that could get you kicked out of the trials.”


Trallik was sweating profusely.  “You didn’t see
anything, alright!” he said through gritted teeth.


“If we didn’t see anything, then why…” Keryak
began to ask.  His words were cut short when Trelkar, the chief elite warrior
of the Deep Guard, came up behind them.


“Yearlings, what seems to be the problem?” the
imposing, muscular warrior asked.


Durik and Keryak both looked at each other. 
Trallik shot them both a pleading look, he was sure they had him.


“Well, what seems to be the problem?”


Durik cleared his throat.  “Chief, we just came
upon Trallik here putting a cloak back in his bag.  We believe he was sneaking
around in the arena.”


Trelkar’s eyes narrowed as he looked sternly at
the three yearlings.  “No, he wasn’t.”


Durik looked at Keryak, both of them knew Trelkar
couldn’t have seen what happened one way or the other.  “But he was coming from
the arena doors with this cloak.”  Keryak pointed down to the ground.


“Trallik!  Pick that cloak up!  I told you to
fetch the cloak for Khee-lar Shadow Hand.  Don’t keep him waiting,” Trelkar
commanded.


Trallik quickly shut his mouth, picked up the
cloak and hurried off down the passage.


Durik and Keryak were just as surprised when
Trelkar turned on them.  “If either of you doubts my judgment, then I will take
you before the council for spying on the arena yourselves.”


“But we didn’t…” Keryak began.  Durik just stood
silently next to him, a mix of unfamiliar emotions swirling around just below
his normally calm demeanor.


“Enough!” Trelkar snapped.  “Be gone!  Both of
you!”


Confused as they both were, Durik pulled Keryak
away and the two yearlings hurried off.  They both were sweating, but both of
them for different reasons.



















 


Chapter 3
– A Large Family


“Please, please,
please!” the young whelp yelled as he tugged at his older brother’s floor-length
tail.  “Please, before bedtime?”


Grumbling, though not too loudly, Arbelk finally
gave in.  Laying the rough piece of hemp rope he’d been twisting down on the
table, he reached out his arms.  “Come here, little monster!” he growled as he
grabbed the whelp and hoisted him up onto his knee.


That he’d been working on knots or that he was
still very sore from training in the underdark meant nothing to Arbelk’s little
brother.  All he knew was that he wanted a wolf-back ride.  Like always, Arbelk
had put aside his personal interests and obliged.


As the little kobold whelp bounced up and down on
his older brother’s knee, laughing and squealing with glee, Arbelk tried to
shush him.  It was no use, however, and soon their mother came through the tent
flap that partitioned their room off from the rest of the cloth-walled house
that was their home.


“Arbelk and Haam!” she scolded them.  “You two are
making enough noise for the whole warrior group to hear!”  She walked forward and
tweaked the little one’s snout.  “Haam, even with all the dwellings in here,
you know how that high pitched squeal of yours carries through the cavern!”


Haam got a pouting look on his face as he got off
of Arbelk’s knee and sat down on the straw mattress that was his bed.  It was
obvious, though, that the pouting was a shallow façade to hide his smile.


“Arbelk, it’s time for the little ones to go to
sleep now.  Do you have time before your meeting tonight to tell them a story?”
his mother asked.


Arbelk pretended to groan then looked at his
little brother who had his hands over his mouth, trying hard not to laugh.  “I
guess so,” he said with poorly faked despondency.


“Goody!  Goody!” Haam screamed a little too loud
for everyone’s comfort.


“Very well.”  Their mother smiled.  She turned and
let the cloth door fall back into place.  “Fim, Gack, Iggy, Ji and Ki, it’s bed
time.”  Arbelk could hear her calling his youngest siblings in the other room. 
There were several groans and moans until his mom added “Arbelk says he has
time for another story.”  With shouts of glee, Arbelk could hear his little
brothers and sisters coming.  Five more little kobolds came through the tent
flap in a flurry, with his two-year-old twin sisters Ji and Ki trailing behind
the rest.  All of them landed on the bed, giggling as they wrestled around on
the straw mattress for the bed sheet.


Arbelk watched them for a moment, feeling lucky at
being part of such a large family.  He knew only too well how most of the
warrior groups in the outer caverns had lost many of their whelps in the orc
raid six years ago now.  But here in the caverns of the Deep Guard Warrior
Group, his family had been left untouched.  The orc raiders had penetrated deep
into his gen’s home caverns, but not this deep.


“Now, now,” he said loud enough for his siblings
to hear him over their own noise.  “Time to get into bed!  Come now, settle
down.”


As some semblance of order began to take shape
among the six little whelps, Fim, the oldest of them at eight years of age,
looked him in the eyes.  “We want another story, Arbelk!” he demanded.


“Yeah! Yeah!” a chorus of voices echoed in support
of the request as the group of whelps sat up and stared at their oldest brother
with great anticipation.


“Well, just one,” Arbelk answered.  “But you must
lay down and be quiet first.”  So hungry were they for the new stories Arbelk
had learned during his year of training that, amazingly enough, all six of them
obediently laid down and pulled the covers up to their little snouts.  They
were so quiet that Arbelk could hear some of the older group of his younger
siblings eating their evening snack in the other rooms of their dwelling.  They
too were strangely quiet and Arbelk suspected they might be listening as well.


“A long time ago,” Arbelk started.


“Oh, I love it when a story starts with that!” the
oldest of the little ones exclaimed.


“Yes, Fim.  As I was saying, a long time ago there
was a person who had magical powers.  He was called The Sorcerer.”  Arbelk
spoke in a deep voice as held up his arms in a scary fashion.


“Was he a kobold or an orc?” the oldest of the
little whelps asked.


“Neither, Fim.  He was a human.”


“A hooman?” Fim asked.  “What’s that?”


Arbelk got that ‘thinking’ look on his face as he
pondered how to explain such strange creatures to his young audience.  “Well,
they’re like us, but without tails or horns, or even scales.”  Arbelk held up
his hands as he thought about the pictures he’d been shown of human warriors. 
“They don’t have snouts either; their faces are flat, flatter than orc faces even”
he said as he marked the differences off on his fingers.  “They have skin the
color of pigskin.  They don’t have sharp teeth, just short ones.”


All his younger siblings looked at each other in
wonder and disgust.  “Wow, they sound pretty silly looking.”


“Well, I’d imagine that they don’t think so,” he
reasoned.  “Oh, and they’re a little taller than orcs; probably as tall as mama
standing on papa’s shoulders.”


All his younger siblings giggled as they thought
of mama doing something so silly as standing on papa’s shoulders.


“Well, this Sorcerer… some say it was him that
made kobolds,” Arbelk explained.


Fim, who was old enough to know better, piped up. 
“No, that can’t be.  I know how kobolds are made.  They come from mama’s
stomach!”


Arbelk couldn’t argue with that logic.  “Well,
everyone has different opinions don’t they?” he said.  This seemed to placate
his younger brother.  “Anyway, this Sorcerer, he lived in a huge castle, which
is like a cave that someone builds above ground.”  His younger siblings all
looked at him in utter amazement and wonder.  “And do you know who lived there
with him?” he asked.


“More hoomans?” Fim guessed.


“Probably,” Arbelk continued.  “But a long time
ago, it’s said that many kobolds lived with him.  They say that these kobolds
lived in this big castle.  It was called Palacid.”


“Why would they want to live with such a funny
looking hooman in Plashik?” Gack asked.


“Palacid, Gack,” Arbelk corrected.  “It’s even
said that a dragon once lived there,” Arbelk whispered hoarsely as he held his
hands up like dragon’s claws and growled at his younger siblings.  They all
feigned being scared and ended up laughing.


“That’s why they wanted to live there!” Gack
exclaimed.


“I’m scary!” Iggy, the three year old cried,
meaning she was scared.


Arbelk patted her hornless head soothingly.  “Not
only that, it’s also said that the spirits of those who died before the kobolds
came there still haunt the place.”  Arbelk put his hands to his cheeks and
moaned woefully.  All his little siblings jumped under the covers and screamed
with fear, some of it in play.


“Arbelk!” his mother called from the other room. 
“Please don’t scare them just before bed time.  You know they won’t sleep if
you do.”


“Yes, mama,” he called then turned back to the
bright eyes and attentive looks of his younger siblings.  “But anyway,” he
continued, “if Palacid does still exist, it’s probably just an old ruin by
now.”  All his younger siblings moaned.  Arbelk then leaned forward and
whispered, “But I’d imagine it’s still haunted.”


All his younger siblings tried to suppress giggles
as they jumped under the covers.


Arbelk stood.  “It’s time for sleepy time now,” he
said as he patted each one of their hornless heads and watched as they scooted
down into the covers and tried to lay still.  “Good night,” he called back to
them as he turned and walked out of the room.


In the outer room of his family’s dwelling,
Arbelk’s remaining younger siblings were finishing their snack, giving hugs and
getting ready for bed.  One by one they each gave Arbelk a hug, hitting each
other or giggling to each other as they went into the two rooms that they all
shared.


“Goodnight Begat, Chala, and Dora,” he told the
three oldest ones as they shuffled off to bed, Begat calmly to his room and his
two sisters giggling to each other as they went to the other room.  After them
came the older twins who, unlike the younger twins, were not identical at all. 
In fact one was male and the other female.  “Goodnight Epo and Epa,” Arbelk
said as they both hugged him, the two of them slapping at each other as they
fought for the last hug.


“Ok, ok!” Arbelk pushed the two of them away at
the same time, so neither could claim the last hug.  With lips twisted in mock
frustration, the twins continued slapping at each other until Arbelk shooed
them to their respective rooms.


Having seen his younger siblings off to bed,
Arbelk sighed and came and sat down on the sand in the middle of the great
room, across the room from his father who had just sat back down after helping
get the children ready for bed.  On the wall hung a scrap of flaxen parchment
with his drawing of a dragon on it that he had brought home, much to the
delight of his younger siblings.  He smiled thinking of the endless games such
a simple thing had spawned.


 “So many whelps,” his father exclaimed as he
shook his head.  “It wears a kobold out.”


“You didn’t have to carry them!” his mother called
from the other room.


His father nodded his head, “True, true.”  He
turned his attention to Arbelk.  “So, after two moons in the underdark, are you
still determined to be a… um… Bridge Master?” he asked.


Arbelk pondered on the question for several
moments as his father looked on patiently.  Unlike most of his fellow
yearlings, Arbelk’s hopes did not rest on winning tomorrow’s competition.  In
fact, to him it was nothing more than another thing he had to do to get what he
really wanted.  Never the one to step out into the limelight, long before the
year of training Arbelk had found his niche as a Climber’s apprentice in the
Deep Guard.  


The Climbers were a different sort.  They were
warriors of few words, needing and wanting very little leadership.  The Deep
Guard depended on the Climbers to get their warriors from one level to the next
in the great sunken caverns far beneath their gen.  


One of the jobs within the Climbers was that of
Bridge Master.  It was a job with a clear set of responsibilities and a clear
purpose.  He wanted to be the one that everyone trusted with their lives, to
build the bridges that got them over the greatest of chasms.  After a year of
apprenticing with the Climbers, Arbelk had grown to love working in a small,
highly skilled team, and of all the Climber teams none was more highly skilled
than the Bridge Masters.


“Yes, father,” Arbelk finally answered.  “I still
want to be a Bridge Master.”  


As the conversation continued, Arbelk’s mind began
to wander.  He thought back to the year of apprenticing he’d done with the
Climbers before the year of warrior training.  He had gotten so good at
establishing bridgeheads and climbing lanes that the Climbers would often take
him along on exercises to help establish the rope and piton bridges that would
carry the bulk of the Deep Guard troops through the massively uneven terrain of
the underdark.


Though his year of warrior training had gone well,
he knew that he was no match for Gorgon and some of the others.  Arbelk had
resigned himself to the fact that he would not win this competition, but he
certainly would welcome anything positive that the Fates threw his way.  His greatest
hope was that he would not make a fool of himself in front of the entire gen,
and that the Deep Guard would be impressed enough with his performance to grant
him his wish of continuing with the Climbers after his year-group’s quest was
done.


As he sat talking with his father, Arbelk heard
the third gong ring out.  Remembering a meeting that Gorgon had planned, Arbelk
excused himself and made his way quickly toward the upper portions of the Kale
Gen’s home caverns.


 





 


Trallik was still confused by Trelkar’s generosity
in blindly taking his side against Durik and Keryak.  He didn’t know why
Trelkar had done it, but he could only imagine it had something to do with the
Trials.  Perhaps Khee-lar Shadow Hand and his chief elite warrior saw greatness
in him?  Perhaps they were expecting him to take the competition and be awarded
the rank of elite warrior?  Trallik’s imagination was working overtime on the
options and possibilities for his future.


The more he thought about his future, however, the
less happy he was with his current circumstances.  Like normal, he sat
simmering in his home surrounded by his numerous younger siblings.  It wasn’t
much of a home, of that he was sure, and he would be glad to leave it.  After
all, it was only a tent with a sand floor in the deeper regions of his gen’s
home caverns.  Why did his family live here?  Trallik had often asked himself
that very question, and had long ago figured out who to blame.


When he was a young whelp, not much taller than
his father’s knee, he had listened with amazement as his father had recited to
him, his older brother and younger siblings the glorious stories of their
heritage.  Stories of great warriors and powerful leaders filled his whelping
years.  The fact that these were his ancestors had only made these stories more
wonderful.  


He’d had his mother, who always understood him and
seemed to care as much about him, the second son, as she did about all the rest
of her whelps.  When his mother had died birthing his youngest sister, however,
his father had too quickly taken on that ugly, nagging female who was not more
than a handful of years older than Trallik as his new mate.  Trallik had
resented that, and in the two years since had grown further and further away
from his father.  He had never opened his heart to his father’s new mate.  With
the arrival of her first whelp, she returned the favor and ignored Trallik as
well.


Trallik’s interest had changed to focus on the
power his ancestors had held.  His respect for his father and for his humble
upbringing had waned.  Being his father’s second son, and always in his older
brother’s shadow, had helped to twist his ambitions.  Eventually Trallik’s
rejection of his family made him bitter.  If his father’s ancestors were so
powerful, why had his father ended up as a servant caste?  His father wasn’t
even a warrior, much less a leader of warriors.  No, he was a fungus farmer,
one who smeared sheep dung on the walls of the lower caverns to grow the thick
shelf-like fungus that the poor of their gen ate.  He could only imagine that
his much more powerful ancestors must have never tasted the wretched stuff.


When Trallik had entered his year of training, he
had been utterly determined to do whatever it would take to match, and perhaps exceed,
the power and positions his ancestors had held.  Now as he sat listening to his
father’s recital of the story of Mintraub, Trallik’s great grandfather who had
gone on a quest with the last Lord Kale, and like Lord Kale, had never been
heard from again, Trallik shook his head and stood up.  He had no time or
patience for his father’s ramblings anymore.  He had taken the necessary steps
to ensure his own destiny, and had no use for this house anymore.


 “Trallik!” his father said, “We’re not finished
here.  Get back here!”


Trallik looked around at his younger siblings.  He
could see that most of the younger ones looked up at their father with the same
look of wonder that he had felt at one time, back when life was much simpler. 
But he felt that wonder no longer.  Now, he felt only the shame of what he felt
was his father’s failure in life and the emptiness of a house without his
mother, and the utter determination to leave this past far behind him.  He
shook his head at the naiveté of his younger siblings.


 “Trallik?  Come now, what’s wrong?  Are you
nervous about the Trials of Caste?” his father asked, seemingly oblivious as
always to what Trallik thought and felt.


Trallik looked at his father with nothing but
disdain.  He barely contained his anger and his desire to spit in his father’s
face.


His father saw the look in Trallik’s eyes and
recognized it for what it was; the same fire and hate he’d had at Trallik’s
age.  The old familiar hope welled up in his heart, that somehow the storms
that raged in his son’s soul would pass and that Trallik would not end up
wrecking his life as he had done.  Fearing an open confrontation, Trallik’s father
spoke before his son could, his tone very different.


 “Trallik, you’ve heard these stories before, and
I’m sure you’re still recovering from your adventures in the underdark.  Why
don’t you attend to your preparations for the trials?”


Trallik did not speak.  He threw his bag over his
shoulder and, with effort, turned his mind toward the tasks ahead, even as he
turned away from his family.
















Chapter 4
– Strengths and Weaknesses


The
kobold known as Spider watched in morbid fascination as the mass of brown fur
and whip-like tail writhed about on the floor in agony.  In a moment of
reprieve from the intense pain, the large subterranean rat raised its head and
sniffed about, its blind eyes unable to fully reflect the fear and anger it was
trying to unleash on its unseen attacker.


Spider raised his club, ready to strike at the
creature just in case it recovered enough of its senses to be a danger to him.


Suddenly the rat cried out again and fell to the
floor as if skewered by a javelin.  For several moments it lay twitching on the
ground, its tongue lolling out of its mouth as its shallow, raspy breaths
echoed off the walls of the tiny chamber.  After only a few moments, the rat
let out a final gasp, then all was still.


Smiling in cruel satisfaction, Spider poured the
remaining Fang Cap mushroom spores from the little bowl where he had coated the
piece of meat with them into a small leather bag he had prepared for just this
purpose.  Grabbing his club, the bitter young kobold struggled to his feet. 
Even after recovering from the accident this past year during his preparation
for the Trials of Caste, Spider still had a limp.  For that, the master trainer
had not let him back into the year of training.


“Not that I wanted back in, anyway,” Spider
muttered under his breath as he climbed up the walls of the flue he’d used to
trap the rat and over the lip of stone he’d greased with animal fat.  “I can
still climb like a spider anyway,” he muttered.  


He liked his name; Spider.  His long-dead father
had given it to him when he was born.  It was the only legacy of his father
that his mother had kept.  It almost sounded like an honor name.  Of course,
there was little honorable that he’d ever done in his life, but that was beside
the point.  If Trelkar’s promise was true, he would soon have a place to fit
in, a purpose for continuing his miserable existence.  It certainly wasn’t an
honorable one, but it seemed valuable to Trelkar and his master, Khee-lar
Shadow Hand.  And who knows what valuable things he could acquire because of
it?


Struggling again to get to his feet now that he
was at the top, Spider hobbled off in the direction of the main caves, intent
on making the meeting that he was sure would change his fortunes in life.


 





 


Gorgon, the strongest of this year-group, was not
concerned with the Trials of Caste.  He knew the others well.  After a year he
knew their strengths and weaknesses entirely too well.  He would perform well
and not make a fool of himself.  Of that he had no doubt.


His concern was about making elite warrior. 
Indeed, just making it to the trials meant he would at least be a warrior.  But
there would be only one from this group that would be chosen to receive the
rank of elite warrior within the warrior caste; just one of seven future
warriors.  If anyone from this group should take that honor, he knew it was
him.  He didn’t feel it was pride that made him think so, just simple
confidence in his own abilities and the attention he paid to the training.  He
easily mastered the weapon skills that the Master Trainer had taught him and
had honed his body to a fine edge.


He flexed his arms and stretched his fingers,
watching the scales on his forearms ripple as the muscles flexed and stretched
in turn.  Subconsciously, he rubbed at the base of his left horn, which was
short, even for a member of the Kale Gen.  His short tail swished back and
forth reflexively as he thought of the upcoming Trials of Caste.  He was born
to be a warrior and a leader among his fellow warriors, honed in the forges of
the training caves.  Soon he would see his purpose fulfilled.  The trials would
be his finest hour.


His regimen complete, light as it was in
anticipation of the events of the coming days, Gorgon picked up the bag of
roots he’d collected earlier in the night from a nearby glade in the forest. 
His mind was rested from the rooting, and his body was loosened by the
regimen.  As he strode toward the entrance to the stony cave, he could feel the
warm current of air coming from the fiery crack that heated the large cavern
complex.  This was the ancestral home of the Kale Gen, but more than that, it
was his home.  A feeling of pride in his people welled up in his heart;
pride in the generations of those that had trod the path to warrior before him
and pride in the strength of the Gen, built over these hundreds of years.


They were not as the wild gens to the north, who
were little better than wild beasts of the forest living in dismal, dirty,
smoke-marred caves, subsisting mostly on the moss and lichen that grew on the
roots of trees and in the deepest of moist caves, smearing their own dung on
the walls to grow hairy fungus for their food.  


No, the Kale Gen was strong because it was smart. 
Whereas most of the kobold race had long forgotten their beginnings and their
heritage, having no knowledge of letters and writing, his gen maintained the
ancient scripts and traditions of their ancestors.  Their learning had caused
them to keep their language intact, to the point where it was hard to
understand many of the babbling, unlearned gens.  


This learning did not stop with history and
tradition; it was a standard that was only more amplified with the crafts of
the hand than with the crafts of the mind.  Smiths and weavers were found among
his gen, as were those who worked with wood, trainers of the black-pelted
wolves that their scouts and cavalry rode, makers of crockery, and several more
besides.


Gorgon’s father had achieved his elite warrior
status through several exploits in his younger days, though now he was one of
the best at one of those crafts.  His shop was a black smithy in a cavern of
commerce, with a chimney above the forge that vented through many feet of stone
to the air above.  It was to his father’s shop that Gorgon’s feet took him
now.  


As he passed through the various passages and
chambers emerging from deep within the bowels of the complex he focused
intently on his surroundings.  After two moons in the underdark evading the
various dangers to be found there, he found himself padding up to corners and
peering around, trying to notice everyone before they noticed him.


His preference in dealing with problems had been
to rush in horns first.  But though he could lift a stone the size of a melon
over his head, Gorgon was still a kobold, and kobolds were still rather small compared
to most things in this world.  Indeed, the last two moons of training had
changed him, for a kobold caught unaware often was a dead kobold.


 





 


Jerrig was an outsider to most of his peers, never
fully accepted in anyone’s social circle.  Certainly his cousin Durik was kind
to him, always watching out for him and such.  And though he could tell Durik,
and to some degree the other yearlings, were helpful to him, none of them had really
taken him in and included him in their activities or made him their friend. 
Considering his history, however, he couldn’t blame them.


It had not been long since he had passed through a
time of extreme turmoil in his life.  As if the coming of age had not been
enough with the raging hormones and great physical changes it brought, several
other stranger things had happened to him.  It had all started about the same
time the coming of age had occurred, more than two years now in the past. 
About once or twice a day, usually when beginning to relax, he could feel a
surge of energy begin to form in his head.  


At first, he’d not known how to control it, and
after a couple of months of this, the problem only got worse.  One night as he
lay trying to get to sleep in his bed, he had felt a surge of energy stronger
than any other before.  Not knowing how to control it, he had begun to cry out
for his mother.  Instead of sound, however, a pure wave of force seemed to project
from his hand, shredding a hole straight through the curtain that surrounded
his bed in their dugout house.  


His parents had not believed his story, nor did
they understand why their son had ‘become so clumsy,’ breaking pots, chairs,
and on one instance shattering a pitcher of root tea while reaching for it
during a quiet, late summer evening story-telling.  What no one had noticed was
that his hand had been an arm’s length from it.


For a time, Jerrig had not slept except when he
was so exhausted that he could fall asleep immediately.  He had found that,
when exhausted and weak, the energy would not come.  After a couple of weeks of
this, he had been helping his father as an apprentice in his leather shop when
he stopped to rest for a minute.  Almost without warning, the energy had welled
up within him and burst forth, cracking the cauldron his father used to boil
leather and throwing it onto its side.  The hot oil had spilled throughout the
entire shop, scalding two warriors that had been in the shop looking at his
father’s goods.  Jerrig had felt like his world was coming to an end.


Exhausted from the release of so much energy and
frightened by the accident, Jerrig had run from the scene of the accident out
of the caverns and into the wilderness, and continued running until he was far
from home.  For several months he had lived in the forest, using his limited
knowledge of the wilderness to live off the land.  That time in the forest had
taught him much, and the fact that he’d stayed out there alone had gained him
some semblance of self-confidence, despite narrowly escaping being eaten by
giant hunter ants, despite almost having been found and killed by a raiding
party of orcs, and especially despite his poor ability to feed, warm, and
protect himself.


After many moons had passed and the cool winds of
winter had come, he had returned to the gen.  This time, however, Jerrig had
finally gained a measure of control over this power.  As he had explained what
had happened that day in his father’s shop to his father’s warrior group
leader, he had been called a liar and only under condition that he never speak
of this power again was he allowed to enter the year of training and
participate in the Trials of Caste.  From that time forth, there had been only
a couple of instances where he’d not been able to control the energy, both of
which, fortunately, had been while no one else was around.


As time passed, Jerrig not only learned to stop
the energy, but also learned how to bring on the energy.  Practicing alone from
time to time in a secluded glen in the woods, he had learned to focus and
manipulate the energy, slowly at first.  It was not long before he had learned
to amplify the energy and focus it on his favored weapon, the javelin, seeming
to be able to correct the course of its flight from afar and cause it to strike
harder.  Some time after that, he’d learned to bring on greater amounts of the
energy, stripping the bark from mighty trees with his repeated focuses and
shattering young saplings from several steps away.  


The pinnacle of his efforts thus far had come just
before entering his year of training.  As he stood focusing on a tree one quiet
winter afternoon, he had felt to raise his hands and, forming a triangle with
his fingers, he focused on the space between his hands.  From within the
triangle, a swirling flame had begun to appear, growing slowly as he moved his
hands apart.  Cupping his hands behind it, Jerrig had focused on projecting
this flame toward the tree he had been practicing on.  


The flame had sped like a dart toward the tree and
struck it with a loud crack, blasting a hole and causing the trunk of it to
burst into flames.  Fortunately for Jerrig it had been a cold spring and there
was still snow on the ground.  After several minutes of throwing snow at the
fire until it was out, a mentally and physically exhausted Jerrig had gone home
pondering on the power within him.


During this year of training for the Trials of
Caste he’d applied this power in small doses and had learned to manipulate small
portions of it in different ways.  Mostly, however, he had not had the time to
focus on this power, and he could feel it lying dormant within him, awaiting
release, aching to no longer be suppressed.


 





 


“Yearling,” an unfamiliar voice said from just
around the corner of the passage, catching Trallik completely by surprise. 
“Your name is Trallik, is it not?”


Trallik stopped suddenly.  In front of him an
elite warrior of the Deep Guard stepped out from around the sharp bend.  “Who
are you?  You wear the trappings of my warrior group, but I don’t recognize
you.”


“Who I am is not of great concern.  Suffice it to
say that I am a friend of Trelkar,” the warrior answered.


“How do you know me?” Trallik asked.  “And what do
you want?”


The unknown warrior smiled.  “I saw you yesterday
at Sheerface, but I’ve been watching you.  You have done well in this past year
of training.  You have talent that few recognize, wouldn’t you say?”


Trallik nodded slowly.  “Yes.”


“I would say that you deserve to be chosen as an elite
warrior.  I hope the Trials of Caste show the same.”


Trallik puffed up his chest a bit.  “I think my
chances are better than most.  I’m good at what I do.”


“You’re not afraid that that Gorgon or Durik will
win the day?  You have great talent, but you will have a hard time overcoming
Gorgon’s strength or Durik’s skill.  They have won most of your sparing matches
so far,” the stranger offered.


How did he know so much about the yearlings? 
Trallik grimaced.  “Yes, they’re both hard opponents, but I think I can take
them,” Trallik said, the lack of confidence in his voice clearly apparent.


The warrior smiled.  “If I told you I have a task
that needs doing, which would make you an elite warrior whether or not you win
the Trials of Caste, would you be interested?”


Trallik looked quizzically at this warrior he’d
just met for the first time.  “What do I have to do?” he asked.


“That I will tell you shortly,” the warrior
answered with a grin.  “I know where to find you.  We will talk again soon.  In
the meantime, Trelkar will hear of your willingness.  He rewards well those who
serve him, as do I.”


Trallik watched as the warrior walked away.  After
a few moments, he shook his head and continued on his way.  Could this stranger
possibly be right?  In his heart he longed to become an elite warrior.  Was
this his chance?  One task and elite warrior status?  It almost seemed too easy,
certainly much easier than a year of training followed by a competition.  The
more Trallik’s mind dwelt on the strange conversation, the more hope of the
future began to burn within his heart.


Not far down the passage, Mynar the Sorcerer
smiled to himself as he walked away.  This yearling was but a pawn, but he
needed pawns to further his plans… plans which did not depend on his barely
loyal student Khee-lar Shadow Hand.
















Chapter 5
– Meetings and Mysteries


The
third gong rang out through the great common chamber long before light spilled
forth, like wash water splashed on the ground from the entrance to the large
common chamber ahead of Durik and Keryak, ruining their heat vision.  The
sudden adjustment from the lightless caverns, where their only vision had been
the white and gray of heat variations, to the bright world of color was
discomforting.


The very poignant memory of meeting Kiria for the
first time had only grown in Durik’s consciousness, though he’d tried to
contain his interest as much as possible.  Despite his self-discipline,
however, Durik had been subtly probing his friend for what he might know about
the mysterious young female.  He quickly found that Keryak knew nothing more
than that she was the daughter of the Lord of the Gen, then the stark light and
multitudinous noise of the common chamber cut the rest of the conversation
short.


Through squinted eyes they saw the many kobolds
that thronged the area, conducting matters of daily life.  Lining the edges of
the great cavern was a myriad of small shops.  Most were large, heavy wooden
closets set in the sand with doors that, when open, were where storeowners
would stand to hawk their wares to the public.  Several larger structures had
been constructed to house wool, mutton or ham, or other bulk goods as well.


But there was only one shop carved into the wall
of the cavern.  


They crossed to the far side of the common
chamber, and approached Goryon’s blacksmithy.  The pair walked quickly, passing
through the rough-hewn doorway into the smithy’s dim interior.  Dark, lustrous
light from the opening in the forge mound painted all with a red hue.  A large
kobold, the scales on his forearms and snout blackened by years of standing
over fickle cinders, was pounding a long, thin strip of metal into a curved
shape on an anvil next to the forge.  A yellow beam from the center of the fire
reflected crimson on the rust red scales of his chest and head.  Behind the
sweating form of the muscular kobold loomed an orc, who was taller seated than
they were standing.  In one hand was a sharpening stone and in the other a set
of tongs holding a spear tip, which he was examining by the light of the forge. 
Durik and Keryak stopped just inside the entrance to the large shop.


“Greetings, Master Goryon,” Durik called between
strikes of the hammer.  His face was unworried, showing that he found
acceptance here, despite the uniqueness of his bronze scales.  The large kobold
at the anvil stopped pounding and brushed the sweat from his eyes with his
brawny forearm, smearing soot across his snout as he blinked at the pair of
yearlings.  


“Welcome, yearlings,” answered Goryon.  “My son
Gorgon and the others recently arrived and are in our quarters.”  Goryon
paused, remembering something, “Durik, come.  Try something.  I must see if my
guess is correct.”  Durik moved toward the far side of the shop as Goryon
picked up a large wooden shield from a workbench.  It was rectangular in shape,
a little over half the height of a kobold, with a rounded top and bottom. 
There was a large metal knob in the center with metal strips, much like the
strip Goryon was forming on the anvil, lining the edges.  “Here, Durik.  Try
the arm strappings so I can see if they need adjustment.”  He handed the heavy
shield to Durik, who put his arm in the brace and grasped the handle with his
left hand.  Moving around with it, Durik pantomimed blocking a couple of
blows.  


Goryon next held up the leather belts that
Jerrig’s father had brought for buckling.  “These will be fine symbols of your
warrior status when I’m done with them.”  Goryon stated with pride.  “And I’ll
put a bronze buckle on yours, Durik.”  As he held them up, he could see that the
pair of kobolds were eager to pass.  


“Ah, go, see Gorgon and the others.  The third
gong has already sounded.”  Goryon pointed toward the back door of the shop and
the two yearlings quickly passed.


Inside the rear chamber it was much cooler than in
the forge room.  The cool rock of the floor showed almost black in their heat
vision.  Seated around the table inside the room were several kobolds; his
fellow yearlings as well as several warriors, many of which carried the banner
surrounding the sword-shaped scar on their chests; elite warriors, and from
different warrior groups by their trappings.  Their bodies showed gray in the
black of the cool room, the heat that emanated from them giving each individual
an almost ethereal glow, like a muted sun shining through tightly packed
clouds.  This was how those who lived most of their lives without the sun
marking their days saw things, and indeed, it never occurred to them that some
might think it strange to go without the luxury of ambient light.  For Durik, he
preferred the anonymity of it, as scales lost their color in the cool embrace
of darkness.


A subtle, soothing scent permeated the air of the
small chamber, subduing the stronger odor of so many warriors.  An unmistakable
yearling stood as they entered, contrasting sharply with the cool black of the
walls around him.


“Durik!  Keryak!  We were about to start.”  Gorgon
ushered them in.  “Come, have a seat.”  He pointed toward a group of cool
chairs that were lined up against the wall, where four other kobolds already
sat.


“I see that all of our fellow yearlings are
already present,” Durik said under his breath to Keryak as he stepped forward
toward a seat.  Grasping hands with the closest of his fellow yearlings, Durik
smiled engagingly.  “Troka, did you finally get enough sleep?”


The tall, lanky kobold laughed, “I did.  And you?”


“I think I could sleep for another week, too bad
we only have another day before the trials,” Durik answered as he moved to the
next of his fellow yearlings.  “Arbelk, can’t leave that rope alone, I see,” he
said as Arbelk put down a short length of rope he’d been twisting into some
complex knot to grasp hands with Durik.


As he came to Trallik, Durik received a scowl and
a look of disdain.  “Sit down already!” Trallik snapped.


“In fine form tonight, I see,” Durik muttered in
response.


Durik unslung his bag from over his shoulder as he
stopped before one of the empty chairs.  He saw now that indeed all of the
kobolds at the table had the marks of the elite warrior caste: each of them had
the same scar, a sword-shaped brand inside a banner on their chests, and each
wore the crossed shoulder belts of the warrior castes of the gen.  Some of them
had helped train the yearling group during their year of preparation for the
trials, though he couldn’t remember most of their names.


“And what do you have there?” queried Gorgon.


Durik hefted the sack onto the table.  “I thought
we could calm our minds with the root of the Wallaya tree,” he proposed as he
laid the sack on the table.


Gorgon laughed.  “We have been together for some
time, I can see.  I’ve only recently put away a spent bowl of the same.”  He
pointed to a lukewarm bowl on the counter.  “But we can certainly share yours. 
Come, give me your root and after the air clears of the last batch, I’ll set it
in a bowl of water from the pot atop the forge.”  


Durik handed the bag to Gorgon then sat between
Keryak and his cousin Jerrig, who had the look of one struggling within
himself.  Jerrig said nothing and stared intently at the floor.  In a few
moments, the look cleared and Jerrig sat looking meekly about the room.


Gorgon placed the bag to the side, cleared his
throat and looked over the assembled group.  “Much thanks to these fine winners
of past years’ tournaments for coming to speak with us.  I’m sure we’ll have
plenty of questions about tomorrow’s trials for you,” he said as he nodded to
the elite warriors seated at the table.


“Aye, and I’ll start!” Keryak exclaimed.


“Go ahead,” one of the elite warriors said. 
Gorgon took the cue and sat down.


“Do you know what obstacles will be placed out
tomorrow for the scouting trial?”


The elite warriors all laughed.  Most of the
recent winners had been put into the Honor Guard Warrior Group upon winning the
trials, the same warrior group that set up the obstacles and ensured that they
were kept secret from the masses until the day of the trials.  It was
tradition, however, that the winners from previous years gave vague clues about
the obstacles to the yearlings in a secret meeting before the trials.  This was
such a well established tradition that their meeting could hardly be considered
a secret.  Always the scouting trial’s obstacles were the object of greatest
speculation.


Billik, a rather straightforward young elite
warrior who had won the trials the year before, brought a small roll of soft
leather out of a belt pouch, unrolled it, and, after clearing his voice,
ceremoniously read what was written thereon:


 


The melee weapons trial has not changed.  He
who wins all matches in hand to hand combat takes the trial.


 


Trallik groaned.  “Those haven’t changed in
generations.  Why bother telling us that!”


“Patience, yearling,” Billik said, knowing he was
torturing the yearlings with anticipation.


 


The ranged weapons trial remains unchanged.  He
who strikes truest wins.


 


“More useless recital of rules which haven’t
changed since the trials at Palacid!” Trallik snapped.


“Yearling, hold your tongue!” Billik commanded.


Trallik grabbed a bag from under his chair, stood
up and walked to the door.  “I’ve heard enough,” he said.  “I know what I need
to know already.”  With that he walked out the door.  Jerrig, with a concerned
look on his face again, stood up as inconspicuously as he could and left as
well, closing the door silently behind himself.  None of the elite warriors
looked at all fazed by their departure as their spokesman Billik continued the
reading.


 


The scouting trial is still the most difficult
and most rewarding of them all.  All obstacles are arranged in a circle around
the Tower of the Chalice, where the cup that determines the winner always
rests, secured in a chest having eight locks.  To open the locks one must
recover the keys from the eight obstacles that ring the Tower of the Chalice.


 


Billik paused in mid-stream.  He could see the
eyes of the remaining five yearlings upon him, as he was deliberately delaying
the most important piece.  But none of the yearlings gave him the satisfaction
of complaining.  Nodding his approval of their self-discipline, he read on.


 


Three of them are one.  One of them has a tower
and a rope.  Another is the home of a being long dead.  Two others come from
the depths of the earth.  The last requires a pole and a jump.


 


Billik looked up from his reading.  “Unless there
are any other questions, I will leave you with the clues and we shall depart.” 
He looked around at his fellow elite warriors before beginning to rise.


“Can’t you tell us which of them are new and which
were used before?” Keryak blurted out.


Billik sat back down.  He wasn’t getting out of
here that easy.


After a brief pause, an older elite warrior leaned
forward.  He had a nasty scar on his snout and a mouth full of crooked teeth
set beneath kindly eyes.  “No, young one.”  He shook his head.  “You know we
cannot tell you that.”


“I have a question,” Troka interjected.


“Ask, then,” another of the elite warriors
replied.  He was a no-nonsense type, so Troka had hopes of getting
straightforward answers from him.


“We have all asked many warriors from years past
about the various obstacles that they had to face.  In years past, the
obstacles have not been modified much, if at all.  How many of the old ones
have you modified?  And if you can’t tell us which ones are new, can you at
least tell us how many are new?” Troka asked.


“Well, that would be two questions,” the elite
warrior remarked, clear-eyed as his companions all chuckled.  He then looked
Troka in the eye, “Let me put it like this, yearling,” he said, “We in the
Honor Guard had all the time we needed to plan the changes and then to work
them into the old obstacles.  You’ll hardly recognize them.”


All the yearlings groaned simultaneously.


“Why so glum?” another of the elite warriors
asked, enjoying toying with the yearlings.  “You didn’t spend this whole last
year getting detailed descriptions of each obstacle from the last several
Trials of Caste did you?”  He and most of the other elite warriors laughed
heartily as the yearlings’ faces fell, for indeed they had.  


After a few moments the elite warrior wiped tears
from his eyes as he began to calm down.  “Don’t worry,” he said, “we did the
exact same thing when we underwent the trials.  That’s why we changed them for
you!” he exclaimed as they all burst out in a fresh round of laughter.


None of the yearlings seemed to share the elite
warriors’ sense of mirth.


“Any more questions?” the clear-eyed elite warrior
asked.


“You never did answer the question about how many
new obstacles there are,” Durik pressed.


The elite warrior looked at the others around the
table then turned back to Durik.  “With all the changes, one could say that
they’re all new.  However, there is one that my fellow elite warriors in the
Honor Guard made up special for this year.”


“There won’t be any changes to last year’s rules
for tomorrow’s competition, will there?” Troka asked.


Each elite warrior looked to the others and
queried their companions.  Finally, the clear-eyed elite warrior spoke again. 
“It would seem that the consensus is that either there are no changes, or at
least we here don’t know about them.”


Several moments passed in silence.


The elite warrior with the scar on his snout broke
the silence.  “If there are no further questions, then we’ll depart.”


Gorgon stood up, “Again, we much appreciate you
coming to talk to us.”


“But of course,” the elite warrior remarked, then
leaned forward, his gentle eyes burning bright.  “Now, I know you are all
nervous about the competition,” he started.  “But don’t let it rob you of any
sleep between now and then.  After all, only one of you can win it, and chances
are you already have a pretty good idea of who that probably will be,” he
observed, gesturing with his scarred snout toward Gorgon.  “The rest of you just
have to score in one of the three trials, or get at least one kill in the
scouting trial.  Do that and you’re assured warrior caste status.  That’s
assuming you complete the trials, that is.”


A couple of the other elite warriors nodded their
heads in agreement and Billik spoke.  “Yes, and don’t get down on yourselves if
you don’t place in the first, or even the second competition.  After all, it’s
the scouting competition that counts for the most points.  If you’ve got to
measure your effort, then make sure you give everything you have left in the
scouting trial.”  Not sure his words had the desired effect, Billik continued. 
“Just don’t make a fool of yourself in the melee weapons trial or the ranged
weapons trial, then give it everything you’ve got in the scouting trial and
make sure you get at least one kill.  That plus a little bit of talent and a
cool head are the formula for winning the Trials of Caste.”


With that, the elite warriors all stood.  Gorgon
thanked them again for coming, and grasped hands with them as they filed out of
the chamber and through his father’s shop.  Following them were Arbelk and
Troka.


“Until the morrow,” Troka said as he grasped hands
with Gorgon.  His lips quivered; the consensus of the elite warriors that
Gorgon would win tomorrow had shaken his unfounded confidence.


“I’m surprised your father wasn’t here tonight,
Troka,” Gorgon remarked, not seeming to notice the other was troubled.  “After
all, it may be long ago now, but he won the trials in his day.”


Troka shook his head.  “They wouldn’t let him near
the arena, not with a son undergoing the trials.”


“Ah, yes, well until tomorrow then,” Gorgon forced
a smile as Troka left.


“Yeah, that.” Arbelk nodded to the rest as he left
just behind Troka.


Gorgon turned and saw that Durik and Keryak were
still seated.  “Oh, yes, the Wallaya root!”  He grabbed the now cool bowl from
the counter and walked out to the forge, where his father kept their hot water
pot simmering off to the side.  Carefully refilling the bowl, he slowly walked
back into the inner chamber and set the bowl down.  The three young kobolds
began to converse as Gorgon took his seat around the nearly vacant table.


The placid aroma of Wallaya root began to fill the
room, and the three friends immediately set to the task of examining and
re-examining the few clues scrawled on the roll of soft leather.  After some
time, and much thinking about descriptions of obstacles they’d gotten by
talking to warriors from previous years, the three of them agreed that the
‘three obstacles that were one’ must be what was called The Crucible; a huge
mess of platforms, ladders, and walkways that spanned three clearings in the
tangle of netting and passageways that was the scouting trial area.  Neither
Durik nor Keryak were particularly good with locks, and during the trials this
past year they’d seen that the keys were inside locked chests somewhere down inside
the crucible.  Locks didn’t worry Gorgon, however.  “I can deal with locked
chests,” he stated matter-of-factly.


The obstacle with a tower and rope they were
pretty certain was the Orc Guard Tower obstacle, which was straight forward
enough.  One simply had to open a locked door, avoid a couple of traps, climb
to the top of a tower and retrieve a key.  The lock there was simple enough to
bypass, as the hinges of the door had been on the outside in years past.


The home of a being long dead they decided could
be none other than the Tomb of Kor obstacle, built to celebrate the exploits of
a young kobold who had gotten past a myriad of traps to pilfer a sarcophagus. 
The walls had always been too high to see much from where the crowd sat,
however, and the honor guard had changed aspects of this obstacle every year,
so the three yearlings could only speculate what they would have to face there.


The ‘two obstacles that came from the depths of
the earth’ the yearlings were not certain about.  There was a huge climbing
wall that the honor guard had used in trials past that mimicked the climb up
the toughest portion of Sheerface, the cliff they had climbed up to get out of
the underdark.  That couldn’t be it alone, they thought.  Durik then brought up
the Smoke and Brimstone obstacles.  Both of them consisted of tents with
smelly, tear producing smokes that made it particularly hard to find their
keys.  They all hoped it was something less distasteful.


“Well, that only leaves the pole and jump
obstacle, whatever that may be,” Keryak observed.  “That would be the new one,
then.”


 





 


Simultaneous with the efforts to prepare for the
Trials of Caste were the preparations being made for the Proofing of the
Trials, which is what the quest that was given to each year-group to complete
at the end of the Trials of Caste was formally called.  Though several aspects
of the preparation and timeline for the quest were specified in the Scrolls of
Heritage, the final selection of the quest to serve as the Proofing of the
Trials was always the Lord of the Gen’s alone to decide.


The quest, announced the night before the Trials
of Caste to the gen’s council, was held in utmost secrecy until announced by
Lord Karthan to the gen’s populace at the conclusion of the trials.  However,
there were several factors that the more alert of the gen had found were common
in every quest Lord Karthan had chosen in the past.  First, every quest took
the year-group far from the gen through unfamiliar and at least somewhat
dangerous territory.  Second, every quest was in line with the council’s
long-term goals for the future of the gen, and so was seen as a statement of
the direction the gen was taking.  Third, every quest had a way of validating
that it had been successful.  After all, the Scrolls of Heritage stated clearly
that the new warriors were not to return until they had either accomplished
their quest, proved that it could not be accomplished, or gained release from
the quest from the lord of the gen or his chamberlain, which had not happened
in more than a generation.


Many years ago, the quests had been focused on
building the gen.  Wolf puppies were captured and eventually trained, the
leader of that quest eventually becoming the leader of a new wolf-riding guard
force.  The orc blacksmith Grimgnaw, now living with the Kale Gen as something
of a slave, was captured with his tools and had been persuaded to teach the
craft of forging steel out of iron to several of the gen’s elite warriors; now
the gen had steel weapons and tools.  Trade routes and economic partnerships
had been first strengthened with the Krall Gen to the east of them, then established
with other estranged gens across the mountains to the north of them as well as
far to their west near the coast.  An incursion into the untamed, lower reaches
of their training caves by a race of dark, crouched, primitive humanoid
creatures had been stopped by finding their entrance and bringing down an
avalanche of hundreds of tons of rock to seal it. 


In the last few years, however, the quests had
mostly focused on the Bloodhand Orc Tribe; a ferocious group of orcs who, in
league with the evil kobold Mynar the Sorcerer, had raided the outer caves of
the gen some six years back, killing many before being driven out.  Each year a
new year-group was sent to conduct a raid on that tribe’s outposts, to set fire
to their living areas, or to ambush one of their slave caravans, which had been
a source of good will with a couple of the gens in the northern valley.  It was
said that this tribe was now occupied by a war with another orc tribe in the
Great Forest far to the north.  As such, their raiding parties had rarely been
seen this far south over the past year, preferring easier, less organized
targets such as the kobold gens in the northern valley.


In the conversations of the council members, it
could be felt that it was time for a new focus, and all the gen was buzzing
with rumors of what that focus might be.  The fact that the yearling group had
recently returned from the final portion of their training had served to renew
and reemphasize the speculation.


Weaponsmiths had been forging swords, spears, and
other weapons to meet the needs of the soon-to-be-warriors.  Leather workers
had been sewing backpacks and making belts.  Spinners and skinners had been
making warm clothing for weeks now.  Blacksmiths had been making cooking
implements and pots, as well as a myriad of other tools and pieces of
equipment.  And among the parents of the yearlings there had been quite a bit
of effort spent on trying to find out what the quest would be.  


Though none of the yearling’s parents were of any
significant social standing, Keryak’s father, Kyro, was an insider to the
goings on of the councils.  Kyro was a servant caste for the leader caste in
charge of the Wolf Rider’s Warrior Group; Raoros Fang.  From his perspective,
his master was a rather large, muscular, but not too bright kobold who had
risen to his rank mostly by his skill in taming wolves, an idea of Lord
Karthan’s that had added much to the gen.


While his son Keryak and the rest of the yearlings
had been in the underdark these last two moons, Kyro had been paying close
attention to the idle words Raoros had let slip from time to time.  His efforts
were aided by the fact that after particularly stressful council meetings
Raoros liked to wet his tongue with fermented Wallaya root broth.  Raoros
normally kept a very guarded tongue, but he had recently started inviting other
council members over to sample his fermented root broth, and after a while of
drinking it he tended to speak loudly and without restraint.  So Kyro had taken
to lingering late at his master’s house, just out of view, then making the
rounds of the other parents’ houses.


He’d learned of several proposed quests this way. 
One of the council members that had come to visit had very forcefully tried to
gain Raoros’ support to have the yearlings investigate reports of giant hunter
ants building nests in the forest.  Kyro didn’t like that one so much.  When
he’d shared it with the other yearlings’ parents, all of them had shared his
sentiment except for Goryon, Gorgon’s father, who stated ‘That’ll give them a
taste of blood!’  Kyro had heard stories of these hunter ants when he had been
in the service of another council member, and he wasn’t so sure it would be the
ants’ blood that would be spilt.


A day after that visitor, however, another council
member had come wanting Raoros to back his recommendation of having the
yearlings try to establish trade with a mountain gen that lived in the northern
part of the ring of mountains that surrounded the Northern Valley, saying
something about the roots and herbs they had to offer.  Kyro liked this
recommendation much better.  It didn’t sound so dangerous.  He knew it didn’t
make any difference, but all the other parents liked this suggestion, including
Goryon who was a member of the Metalsmithies Warrior Group and was sure to
profit from such an endeavor.


There had even been talk lately of a group of
outcasts forming themselves into a gen deep in the underdark, but all reports
of such things had been sketchy at best.  Raoros didn’t support the idea of
sending a scouting party to confirm the reports, and neither did Kyro.  After
all, the deeper parts of the underdark were rumored to be full of nasty things,
and he was against anything that put his son in much danger.


Keryak’s father had learned about more than he had
expected, however, when not more than a week before the trials Trelkar, Chief
Elite Warrior of the Deep Guard Warrior Group had come to talk with his
master.  Much of what they had talked about at first Kyro had not been able to
hear.  However, he had ensured there was a full skin of fermented broth and,
before long, the two of them were speaking with much less caution.


Though he had hoped to hear details of some of
whatever quest Trelkar was going to propose to Lord Karthan, what he heard
instead troubled him deeply.  Trelkar had mentioned plans to ‘deal with Lord
Karthan’s failed leadership and put one with a closer bloodline to the last
Lord Kale on the throne.’  As Kyro had listened in astonishment, Trelkar had
pressed his master to pledge his axe, and the weapons of his warriors to ‘claim
the throne’ for ‘his master and those loyal to the Kale bloodline’ when the
time came.  Thankfully, Raoros had declined, but had taken an oath of secrecy
instead.  There had also been talk of a ‘token of the right to rule,’ which Trelkar
had said was ‘the Kale Stone.’  Kyro had been so stunned by this talk of
insurrection that he’d dropped the cup he’d been holding.  


Though he’d made excuses and cleaned up after
himself quickly, the conversation had ended and Raoros had taken to sending
Kyro home and getting his own fermented root broth since then.


For a week now, Kyro had been in absolute turmoil,
torn between his loyalty for his master, Raoros Fang, and for the Lord of the
Gen, Lord Karthan, making excuses to the other parents for his inability to get
more information, and unable to talk to anyone about the situation.  His son,
Keryak, had noticed, but had been too tired, or had to get to practice or to
see Darya, or had been otherwise too occupied in preparing for the trials since
his return two days before to get into a serious conversation with his father.


Now, as Kyro prepared the clothing that Raoros
Fang would wear as he attended yet another of a series of late-night councils
this evening, he worried more than ever.  Leaning against the wall next to the
rest of his master’s war gear were Raoros’ axe, his broadsword, and a pair of
javelins, all of which Kyro had spent much time sharpening and polishing over
the past few days, though for what precise purpose he did not know.


Whatever it was that was about to happen could not
be far off, and the anticipation of it left Keryak’s father stewing in
indecision.


 


 


“Chief, how can we go about finding one who can
change his appearance at will?” Khazak Mail Fist put the roll of sheep’s skin
down on the table.  “He eluded us six years ago when he brought those orcs.”


“Aye, cursed be that day.”


“I would love to get my hands on that one,” Khazak
finished.


Lord Karthan’s chief elite warrior, a grizzled old
veteran of many battles and skirmishes, shrugged his shoulders.  “I don’t know,
sire,” he answered.  “But the report that this Mynar the Sorcerer stole an
artifact from the house of Lord Krall may offer something of a clue.”


“And what is that?” Khazak asked.


“Says here,” the chief elite warrior said, holding
up the sheepskin to read it again, “that he took something called Matakar.”


Khazak’s brow furrowed.  “The Krall Gen’s stone of
power?  I wasn’t aware that they still had that piece of their heritage.”


“Perhaps that’s the source of this power he has
that changes his appearance?”


Khazak thought for a moment, then shook his head. 
“If the Krall Stone is anything like our gen’s lost stone of power,” he said,
“then its power isn’t one of parlor tricks and illusions.  No, it would have
much greater power than that… if Mynar actually learns how to use it.”


“What do you suggest we do, sire?”


“Well, all the flies gather where the dung is the
freshest,” he said.  “And right now things are starting to stink in the Deep
Guard.”


The chief elite warrior laughed.  “Aye, sire.  And
watch it we shall.  Perhaps our stranger will show up there.”


“Perhaps.”


“And on the matter of Troll’s missing lifemate,
sire?” the chief elite warrior pressed.  Troll was a fellow chief elite
warrior, and so the matter came to the Lord of the Gen, and by extension to his
Chamberlain, Khazak Mail Fist.


Khazak stood and shook his head.  “Chief, you and
I both know that Troll is as guilty as the caves are dark, but there’s nothing
we can do about it.  Without a body or witnesses, we have nothing to go off
of.”


“I just wish we could get someone to talk.”  The
grizzled old warrior shook his head.  “Surely she couldn’t have disappeared
without someone seeing where he took the body.”


“Aye,” Khazak said, muscles rippling under
rust-red scales as he stretched his shoulders.  “Don’t worry, chief.  You know
things like this don’t just go away.  The Fates won’t let such an act go
unbalanced.”


The chief elite warrior nodded his head.  “Off to
the training caves, then, sire?”


Khazak swung his arms about, stretching his
shoulders a bit more vigorously.  “No, not this time,” he answered.  “This time
it’s down to the lower reaches.  Things are likely to get hot within the next
few days, and I need to loosen up a bit.”


“To the white lake, then, for a little swim?”


Khazak nodded his head.  “Some mineral water will
do me good.”


“Yes, sire.  I’ll go work on ‘the package’ then,
and pack for our little trip.”


“Aye,” Khazak said.  “Let’s do it right!  The
Fates smile more on those who prepare!”


 





 


Krobo had always considered himself a loyal
servant of Lord Karthan.  He had served the Karthan line since Lord Karthan was
a whelp, had been there through the death of Lord Karthan’s father and mother,
and had seen several court officials come and go.  Mostly, however, he had
tended to the whelps; first to Karaba and young Karthan, then as that
generation grew up and assumed their roles in life, to young Lord Karthan’s whelps;
Kiria, Karto, and Lat.  Through it all he had never complained…  Well, that
wasn’t true, actually, he complained often under his breath and seemed to be
constantly perturbed by the antics of the young ones.  He really didn’t know
why they wouldn’t just put him in charge of the kitchen or perhaps the
library…  


Yes, that was it.  He was too smart for his own
good.  And as a servant, if one has brains and isn’t from a more prominent
family, then the only natural course to pursue was to serve as tutor to the
whelps of the council.  That he’d somehow been chosen to serve the lord of the
gen’s whelps didn’t change things a bit.  Being a tutor was more about wiping
noses and putting up with nonsense than actually teaching.


Krobo sighed.  There had been a few rare instances
where the older whelps had seemed to understand and care about what he was
trying to teach them, but those were few and far between and usually occurred
shortly before they left the lord’s house to fulfill their individual
destinies.


What had stung the most over all these years,
perhaps, was that once Lord Karthan had grown and assumed leadership of the
gen, he no longer seemed to have any use for Krobo.  There had been a time,
just before young Karthan’s preparation for the Trials of Caste, when the young
lord-to-be couldn’t get enough of what Krobo would teach him.  But that time
was long gone now.  It had been years since Lord Karthan had wanted to hear
anything much from Krobo, except for the news of the household and the goings
and comings of his whelps.


It was not the life Krobo would have chosen for
himself.


It was a lonely life, made emptier now that Kiria
had begun apprenticing herself to the old Lore Master.  Since Lord Karthan’s
two young sons were too young yet for tutoring, they were constantly out playing
under the watchful eye of a new, rather cute female servant caste.  So, from
first gong to third gong all the other servants in the lord’s house were busy,
except for the old wench in charge of the kitchen.  But she was more surly and
terse than he was!  Feeling the emptiness in his life keenly, Krobo had at
first taken to wandering about the market caves, then he’d taken to hiking in
the lower caverns of the gen’s home, something he had taken quite a liking to in
his youth but hadn’t had time to do since.


It was there that he’d first met her.  And it was
there that he found himself now, long after the third gong had already sounded,
in the home of the Deep Guard Warrior Group.


“Are you always this pensive?” Jezmya asked as she
leaned over and bumped shoulders with the much older kobold.  “Or is the decade
you have on me beginning to tell?”


Krobo shook his head and blinked at her.  “Ah,
no.  Just too much late night reading, I suppose.”


“Are you sure you’re up to meeting with my chief elite
warrior?” she asked, her eyes showing concern though it was clear that she had
no intention of letting him back down from this.


“How long have we been together, my love?” Krobo
asked almost rhetorically.


Jezmya punched him in the shoulder.  “Oh, you!  Nine
moons now you’ve tortured me like this!  You’re worse than…”  She cut her
sentence short.


“Than your first lifemate,” he finished the
thought.  “Yes, I know.  And much older.”


“Krobo,” Jezmya said tenderly as she put her arm
around his shoulders and took his snout in her other hand.  “Look at me now,
Krobo.  You know I care for you.  You’re smart, you’re funny, and you’re good
for Spider.”


“Well, I’m here, that’s certain.”


“That’s a very important quality!” Jezmya added,
her big eyes looking poutingly into his.  “And as a servant of Lord Karthan,
you’re not going anywhere dangerous!”


Krobo nodded and turned to look at the ground. 
“That’s me, never a risk-taker, never in danger.”


“Is that so bad?” Jezmya asked.  “I’ve had danger
and risk… and loss.  The lifemate of my youth has been gone far longer than we
were together.  My son doesn’t even remember his father.  I don’t want any more
risk in my life… for him.”


As if on cue, Jezmya’s son parted the flaxen
curtain that led from the warrior group’s common area into the waiting chamber.


“Spider, where have you been?” Jezmya asked. 
“We’ve been waiting on you.”


“Out,” the dour-faced young kobold said,
deliberately looking at the floor as he always did.  The sullen moodiness he
had fallen into since failing the preparation for the Trials of Caste and
becoming a servant caste for the house of Trelkar, chief elite warrior for the
Deep Guard Warrior Group, left his mother longing for the little whelp she had
known.  Lately he’d taken to sulking in his room whenever he wasn’t doing
chores for Trelkar.


She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen him
smile.


“Spider, you know Krobo and I only want the best
for you… and for us.  Won’t you at least smile on such a joyous day?”


Before he could answer, Trelkar himself parted the
leather hanging that covered the doorway into the warrior group leader’s
council chamber.  At his appearance, Spider straightened up, his defiant look
turning fearful.  


“Spider” Trelkar pronounced, “Khee-lar Shadow Hand
will see you now.”  Turning his gaze to the older pair, he continued, “And I
have need of you, Krobo.  Come, I have a task for you.”


 
















Chapter 6
– The First Vision


Having
gained some sense of what they would be facing on the morrow, Durik, Keryak,
and Gorgon talked of the recent past and speculated much about what their
future held for them.  As was tradition and written in the Scrolls of Heritage,
each year-group was given a quest to perform as proof of their worthiness to
hold their newly attained titles, and from which they were not to return until
it was completed.  They talked much about past quests that had been given to
year-groups before theirs, and of the goings on of the guard and the leaders of
the gen.  Gorgon was of the firm belief that their quest would have to do with
the recent rumors of a new colony of giant hunter ants having been found. 
Keryak speculated about the quest being centered on the need for more wolves
for the Wolf Riders Warrior Group.  “Your skill will come in handy there,
Durik,” Keryak said, referring to the apprenticing that Durik had done with the
wolf trainers of the warrior group they both belonged to.


 Though he liked the idea, Durik’s thoughts
strayed to other things.  In his mind he thought it most likely they’d be given
a small quest like what his companions talked about.  But in his heart, he felt
something different that he could not explain.  At that moment a single
fleeting thought formed in his mind.  After a moment it began to take shape,
and then with a flood of light and power the image formed and Durik was
transfixed.  Caught by this sudden burst of light, he was surprised and
stunned, yet unable to escape its stark yet soothing embrace.  He felt as if
somehow he had been spirited away to another place.  


He found himself standing, though his feet did not
touch the ground just below him, looking out across a long natural stone bridge
which spanned a chasm that dropped off on either side of the bridge.  The light
that surrounded the place was brilliant, brighter than the sun at noon-time in
the white limestone quarry near their gen’s caves.  On the far side of the
bridge, almost at the edge of the brilliant light that bounded the vision,
Durik could see through the haze the bulky form of a muscular kobold warrior
carrying a large leather sack over his shoulder.  As Durik wondered at the
vision, slowly, and without any conscious thought on Durik’s part, he began to
glide effortlessly across the bridge toward where the warrior was looking about
furtively.  Deep within himself, Durik could feel that something evil was
occurring.  There was such a feeling of sadness within him that tears began to
form in his eyes even as he was transfixed by the vision.


Suddenly, the warrior hefted the large sack and
threw it out into the void, where the heavy leather sack dropped swiftly off
into nothingness.  In a moment of clarity, the kobold warrior’s face appeared
clearly through the mist.  Durik was taken aback as he saw the face of Troll,
the chief elite warrior of his own warrior group.  He felt a great desire for
justice begin to well up within him.  It was as if he knew that he must take
action, yet didn’t know what to do.


I will help, Durik thought meekly, if
you will tell me what to do.


Suddenly his heart burned within his chest, and a
deep sense of power came over the young kobold.  Suddenly he knew that there
would be much expected of him, but that much help would be given as well.  Then,
almost as quickly as it had come, the vision disappeared from before his eyes,
leaving him alone and small again, back with his friends in the caves of his
heritage.


Durik was shaken, but a remnant of that feeling of
power lingered still in his heart.  It seemed so unreal that, after a second of
silence, Durik wasn’t sure whether or not what had just happened had, in fact,
really happened or if it was just his imagination running wild.  Either way,
his friends sat looking at him strangely.  After a moment of embarrassment as
he came back to reality, Durik stated, “I do not know, my friends.  I do feel
something coming our way, however; perhaps something greater than ourselves.”


“What do you mean, Durik?” asked Keryak, a
questioning look on his face.


“I don’t know, Keryak,” he answered.  “I guess we
shall see… perhaps at the Trials.”


At that moment, Goryon entered from the forge
room.  “That you will, whether you sleep before then or not!  You’ve had enough
of root and talk.  Now is the time for rest, not talk!”


Durik and Keryak said their goodbyes and left
Gorgon’s home.  It was late and the first gong would sound sooner than they
wanted to think.  As they walked together on their way to the large common cave
of the Wolf Riders Warrior Group, they chatted a bit, but without any
enthusiasm until Keryak brought up the subject of Troll’s missing lifemate.


“So, you think Troll did it?  You know.  Do you
think he killed his lifemate?” he said off-handedly.


With much greater passion than Keryak was
expecting from him, Durik stopped and looked Keryak in the eyes.  “Yes!” 
Realizing he’s startled Keryak, Durik demurred.  “I don’t know why, but I just
know.”


Keryak raised his brows and nodded slowly. 
“Alright… I guess.”


Durik turned and continued to walk, followed
closely by his friend.  “I guess it doesn’t matter.  We’ve got nothing to do
with whether the chief killed his lifemate or not,” he muttered, mostly for
Keryak’s sake.  However, in his own heart he could feel that wasn’t true.


“Well… whatever,” Keryak answered, and the pair
walked along in silence for a while.


 





 


“So, Troll,” the non-descript Deep Guard warrior said
from the shadows of the passageway.  “I see that the rumors are true.”


Startled, Troll turned away from the chasm where
he had just thrown the heavy leather bag.  “What?  Who’s there?” he called out,
his face clearly showing the guilt even one so hardened as he could not hide
when caught in the act.  The phosphorescent minerals found in the deeper places
of their gen’s home caverns washed out his heat vision, effectively cloaking
the stranger in their shadows.


The stranger pushed away from the wall he was
leaning against and walked confidently into the light.  “Your lifemate, she was
quite a burden to carry.  Too bad she stood up to you.  Too bad you had to kill
her.”  The stranger smiled maliciously as he stopped not far from where Troll
stood.


Troll licked his lips and straightened up.  “I
don’t know what you’re talking about,” he bluffed, poorly.


The stranger shook his head and smiled.  “You
don’t have to lie to me, Troll.  It’s me.  Remember me, Khee-lar Shadow Hand’s
friend?”  With that, the stranger passed a hand over his face, revealing the
face of Mynar the Sorcerer.


“You’re that sorcerer.”  Troll looked warily at
Mynar.  He had never known much about magic, and all he’d heard was of its
destructive power.  Stories from his whelping full of fire and lightning had
frightened him then, and had left a lingering fear in his subconscious.  “What
do you want of me?”


Mynar looked at Troll, feeling the fear emanating
from the brute.  “Well, it would appear that you and I now have a secret.”


“What do you mean?”


“Oh, come now,” Mynar said, “don’t be coy with
me.  That is your lifemate’s body you just threw into this chasm.  Nice and
windy it is… windy enough to carry away the stench.  Ah!  And all wrapped in a
leather bag to help make her body hard to spot in the shadows down at the
bottom I see.”


Troll was sweating profusely.  The thin scales of
his face had lost much of their color as the blood left from behind them. 
“Don’t tell anyone!” Troll blurted out.  “Remember the Covenant!”  Desperately
he thought of trying to throw the sorcerer off the edge as well, even though he
was one of the founders of the Covenant, but his fear of magic kept him in
check.


“Now Troll.”  Mynar’s smile was anything but
warm.  “You may be a member of Khee-lar’s Covenant, but you also know that
Khee-lar has yet to accept you into his inner circle.  He has no obligation to
cover for you, my friend.”  This last word was almost hissed out.


“Wha… what would you have me do?” Troll fell to
his knees.  “Please, please!  I ask you as a brother of the Covenant.  Please
don’t tell anyone!”


Mynar stepped forward until he loomed over the
desperate brute.  “Will you covenant with me?”


Troll was caught like a fish in a net.  How could
he not?  “Yes, Mynar.”  He rocked back and forth.


“If you will covenant with me, then I will make
you a member of my inner circle,” Mynar the Sorcerer said.


All of a sudden Troll stopped rocking back and
forth.  Had he just understood… Had the sorcerer offered him the chance
to covenant into his inner circle… into the inner circle of a founder?  “I… I…
of course I will!”


Mynar smiled a thin-lipped smile.  “Well, then,
Troll, go ahead and swear, by your head!”


Almost exuberant with his change of fortune, Troll
rose to one knee.  “I, Troll, Chief Elite Warrior of the Wolf Riders Warrior
Group, swear by my head that I will do whatever you ask of me.”


Mynar smiled and nodded.  “Now let us discuss your
first task.”


 





 


Passing the entranceway to the common chamber of
the Trade Warrior Group, Durik and Keryak were surprised to see Jerrig sitting
in the entrance with his knees up to his chest.  The rush lights that cloaked
the area near the entrance with their smoky light threw shadows over Jerrig’s
still form.


When Durik stopped and asked what was the matter,
Jerrig did not respond immediately.  Throughout the year of training they’d
undergone together, Durik and Keryak had gotten used to this.  It was almost as
if he were struggling for some sort of inner control, which didn’t surprise
Durik.  He’d heard several stories about his cousin.  


Keryak put his hand on Durik’s arm and bade him
farewell until the morrow.  Durik nodded and came up next to Jerrig, kneeling
next to him in the cool sand of the caverns.


Presently, Jerrig looked up from where he was
staring and smiled meekly at Durik.  “Hi, Durik.  Strange finding you here at
this time of the night.  I thought you would be home already from the meeting.”


Durik smiled back, putting his hand on Jerrig’s
shoulder, “I was just going to say the same thing about you.  Come now, Jerrig,
it’s time to rest.”  Durik stood, reaching a hand out to Jerrig, the bronzed
tips of Jerrig’s otherwise rust-red scales and Durik’s completely bronze scales
showing a sign of their kinship.


Jerrig took his hand and stood slowly.  As they
came eye to eye, Jerrig spoke, “Durik,” he started.  Not waiting for a
response, he quickly continued, “I want you to know that I appreciate what
you’ve done for me this past year.”


Durik looked oblivious, “It was nothing, Jerrig. 
It’s an honor and a pleasure being your cousin, even if it did mean pushing and
pulling you on every march for the past year,” he said in a joking tone.


The appreciation in Jerrig’s eyes was clear to see
as he began counting off the ways Durik had helped him.  “Or catching me on the
cliff, or spending extra hours practicing weapon play with Arbelk and me, or
giving Troka and me your water when we ran out deep in the underdark, or
convincing the others to not give up on me.”


“Enough, enough already,” Durik cried.  “You make
it sound like more than it was.”  Durik put his hand on Jerrig’s shoulder,
“Besides, it was you who never gave up, cousin.  And soon, we will all get the
reward for our efforts of this past year.”  He paused then added, “Now, I’ve
got to get to bed, and if your father is anything like uncle Drok, and like my
father used to be,” Durik said, “then I would imagine he’s out looking for
you.”  Jerrig nodded and the two said their goodbyes as they left for their
respective homes.  


Though they were soon to face the day that many a
yearling before them had dreaded, Durik was calm and sure of his preparations. 
Putting the images of the vision out of his mind, he let the assurance of this
year’s preparations calm his soul.  Reaching the entrance to the cave where the
Wolf Guard Warrior Group his father had belonged to in life was quartered,
Durik headed toward his uncle’s tent dwelling, where he met him just as his
uncle was about to go out looking for him.  After a few brief words, Durik went
straight to bed while his uncle continued to wait more impatiently for Durik’s
little sister’s return.


As he lay in his cot, Durik’s mind turned again to
the vision he’d seen and pondered the meaning of it.  Was it just some dream? 
Yet the emotions were so strong, and the vision so real!  Had he really seen
his chief elite warrior throwing a body into a chasm?  That was crazy... and
yet he could not deny that he had seen it.  He knew that his life was about to
change dramatically with the coming trials, and yet this vision had brought
with it a feeling like no other he’d felt before.  


Like footprints in the sands of his soul, the
hints and marks of what was to come seemed to fade with each passing wave of
thought and doubt.  Soon all that remained of the vision as he dropped off to
sleep was a lingering sense of destiny.


 





 


“But how can I betray my lord?” Krobo lamented to
the two kobolds seated near him in the large, empty cavern where he and Jezmya
had often stolen away.  His head in his hands, he was still stunned at what
Trelkar had asked of him.


“Did he say what the potion would do?” Jezmya
tried to calm her future lifemate by stroking the back of his neck.


Krobo sat up, “‘Put them into a deep sleep’, he
said.”  He spat in the sand.  “How can I trust him?  And besides, why would he
want Lady Kiri’s old magic books anyway?  The power is long gone from them.  It
died with her.  And what would he do with the power if he could bring it back?”


Seated not far from them, Spider’s ears perked
up.  What was this about power?


“He said that he’s close enough to the Kale
bloodline.  Maybe that’s why the old powers died, because the bloodline died,”
Jezmya speculated.  “Maybe he can bring it back.”


Krobo shook his head.  “In the vaults of the Lore
Master it speaks of a time when there were several who held this power, and
only a couple of them were in the lord of the gen’s bloodline.  This covenant
magic, as they call it in the oldest of scrolls, was mostly lost when the last
Lord Kobold led many of our warriors north into the Great Forest against some
orc threat or another.  That was probably four hundred years ago now.”


Jezmya smiled.  “You speak like a scholar, my
love.”


Krobo sighed.  “I just don’t know what to do.  Trelkar
said he would not allow us to be joined unless I put the potion in the
household stew so he can go ‘reclaim the books of magic,’ as he says.  Knock
them out or not, it smacks of treason.  I even offered to just get the books
for him, but he wouldn’t have it.  I wonder what Khee-lar Shadow Hand thinks of
all this?” he shook his head.  “And what if someone does die?  The Honor
Guard’s broadswords would have my head off for that!”


“But without my chief’s permission, we cannot be
joined.  The law wouldn’t allow it.”  Jezmya looked longingly at her love.


The two of them sat in silence for several moments
before Jezmya spoke again.


“Perhaps his claim to the books of magic is
stronger than Lord Karthan’s,” Jezmya offered.  “After all, he and his master Khee-lar
Shadow Hand are both direct descendents of the last Lord Kale’s nephew, just
like the late Lady Kiri.  She was sister to Khee-lar Shadow Hand after all.  Maybe
they should have belonged to him all along.”


Krobo thought for a moment, sighed, then thought
for a moment more.  “Maybe so.”


“What does your heart tell you?” Jezmya asked.


Krobo thought for a moment.  “My heart tells me I
want you for my lifemate.”


“As does mine.”  Jezmya smiled.


“Maybe that’s the answer, then.”  Krobo looked
down at his feet, resigning himself to whatever was to come, yet waiting for
Jezmya’s answer.  She didn’t answer and the silence dragged on.


“I wish there was another way to work this out,” Krobo
groaned.  “We never should have promised not to tell anyone.  The old Lore
Master would know what to make of this.  Or maybe we could have gotten Khee-lar
Shadow Hand to overrule Trelkar.  Does Khee-lar know what Trelkar is planning?”
Krobo asked in frustration.


“Or at least you should have waited until after
you knew what he was asking,” Spider finally muttered behind a wicked smile he
had recently acquired.  His entrance into their deliberations was as abrupt as
a sudden splash of cold water.


“Son, what’s come over you?” Jezmya asked, a
worried look on her face.


“I thought you wanted to see me smile,” Spider
sneered, the mask of frustration he had worn for so long had given way to
long-suppressed feelings of raw hatred.  The look in his eyes deeply worried
his mother.


Krobo could see the transformation as well, but
didn’t know quite what to make of it.  “What did Khee-lar Shadow Hand ask you
about in the other room, Spider?”


Spider sat back, his perennial crouch finally
giving way to a relaxed seated position.  It was as if whatever weight he’d
been carrying was gone and he was content.  At the same time, the look in his
eyes showed that he had reached a darker, more evil place than Krobo had
realized.  Seated next to Krobo, Jezmya still had a mother’s blind eyes to the
depths of her son’s true state.


“Nothing,” Spider answered, his snout upturned in
a deliberately condescending manner.  “Let’s just say that he recognizes my
talents.”


“You look too happy for that!” Krobo said
accusingly.  “Spider, if he asked you to do something you shouldn’t, don’t do
it.”


Spider laughed, a bitter, evil laugh, and shook
his head.  “Listen to yourself.  Just now you’ve decided to help Trelkar steal
something.  And you tell me not to do something I shouldn’t?”


Krobo was taken aback at the painful truth of the
statement.


“Son,” Jezmya said, “what did he ask you to do? 
What did he promise you?”


Spider grabbed the long handled club he used as a
cane and stood up.  “I’ve had enough of your constant prying.  There’s space at
Trelkar’s house for me now.  If you’re looking for me, don’t bother.”


Jezmya’s face fell.  Despair began to grip her
heart for the tender little one she once knew, and the twisted adult he had somehow
become.


“Spider!” Krobo commanded.  “What did he offer
you?”


Turning back around, Spider looked the old, sorry
servant caste in the eyes.  “Let’s just say he offered me the first vision of what
I can become.  And I like what I see.”


Both Krobo and Jezmya looked on in stunned silence
as Spider walked out of the room.  Neither of them understood the
transformation that had come over the youth they had thought they could save.


 





 


“I agree with Kort!  Let’s strike now!” Troll’s
voice thundered uncomfortably loud for what was customary in these most secret
and exclusive of meetings; even his own small group of elite warriors from the
Wolf Riders were surprised.  Standing among elite warriors from the Deep Guard and
Patrol Guard on the other side of the small chamber, Mynar the Sorcerer smiled
a demure smile.


“Kort,” the kobold seated on the high seat
interrupted the murmurs of agreement.  Khee-lar Shadow Hand’s face was devoid
of reaction, something that left those who knew him rather uncomfortable.  Standing
next to him, Trelkar’s sharp eyes and absolute confidence showed clearly that
he was the power behind Khee-lar.  “While I appreciate your enthusiasm,”
Khee-lar continued as the murmurs subsided, “I do not want all our plans to go
to waste, due to one rash move.”


Kort, sub-chief to the Chief Elite Warrior of the
Patrol Guard, had been startled by Troll’s vehement support, but he was more
surprised by Khee-lar Shadow Hand’s reluctance to act.  There were many veteran
elite warriors in the room, each of whom led a handful of warriors.  Surely
they were more than enough to strike down Lord Karthan and any who stood in his
defense.  Kort himself had brought nearly half of them!  Surely there couldn’t
be that many, outside of the Honor Guard, who would come to Lord Karthan’s aid.


“Sire,” Kort said, and all eyes returned to him. 
There was a passion in his eyes, but he was very aware of his lord’s demeanor,
and of Trelkar’s stern glare.  “I will do whatever you ask, but may I know what
piece has yet to fall into place before we can activate the Covenant and wrest
control of this gen from that usurper Karthan and his minions?”  Murmurs of
agreement and support echoed from the assembled elite warriors.


Khee-lar Shadow Hand cleared his voice and Kort’s
next question died in his throat.  “I would move now, but some who are here
today have yet to join the Covenant,” he said, looking over at the leader of
the Wolf Riders and the chief elite warriors of the Trade and the Metal
Smithies Warrior Groups who had sat silently among the group to this point.  “Without
your support, my friends, our plans cannot succeed.”


An awkward moment passed as the three warrior
leaders from three of the Kale Gen’s six warrior groups sat looking at each
other.  Finally, Raoros Fang, leader caste of the Wolf Riders Warrior Group,
broke the silence.


“Khee-lar,” the large warrior spoke with no sign
of deference in his voice, “Troll may be my chief elite warrior, but in this
matter he speaks for only himself, and perhaps for the few elite warriors who
are with him from my group.  I will not stand in your way, but neither am I
ready to swear the swords of my warriors to you or this Covenant organization
you’ve made.  If you obtain the Kale Stone, and if you prove able
to wield its power, then I will gladly call you lord.  Until then, I have taken
your oath of secrecy.  Is that not enough for you?”  This last was more a
statement than a question.


The chief elite warriors from the Trade Warrior
Group and the Metalsmithies Warrior Group nodded their agreement as Raoros Fang
sat.  Trelkar looked flatly at the trio.


After a moment, Khee-lar Shadow Hand smiled a
strained smile and turned to face Kort.  “Well, Kort, that would be why we
cannot strike yet.  By my count we have only the Deep Guard leaders.  While I
am confident in your ability to deliver the Patrol Guard for us when the time
comes, and we all know that Lord Karthan’s Honor Guard must not be approached
to join the Covenant, without the support of these three groups,” he said,
indicating Raoros and the two chief elite warriors seated with him, “we cannot
move forward.”


Kort felt acutely the lack of confidence echoing
in Khee-lar’s words.  “Sire, the heritage of your bloodline in this gen is
worth more than Karthan and all who support him.  Soon the winds of the Fates
will sweep away even their memory.”


“Well spoken.  Soon my bloodline will take back
what was entrusted for a time to lesser kobolds, but has always been my blood
right,” Khee-lar said as he stood, indicating that the meeting was at an end. 
“My brothers, soon the day will come when the Kale Stone will return to its
gen, and to me, its rightful heir.  And when that day comes,” he said,
deliberately not looking at the three who had yet to covenant, “I shall unify
the gen under my rule, and those who stand with me shall see the rewards of
their loyalty.  This I covenant!”


“Aye!” the word resonated throughout the chamber
as those present stood and began filing out of the chamber deep in the training
caves of the Deep Guard’s area.  Troll looked on impatiently as the small knot
of leader caste, functional leaders that Khee-lar had wanted in the covenant,
began to slowly file out.  They brought no swords to the cause and Troll didn’t
know why Khee-lar had bothered.  Standing next to him, his own small group of
elite warriors from the Wolf Riders Warrior Group looked at him as if to ask if
they should stay or go.  Giving a gesture toward the door, Troll let them know
they were dismissed.


With a look from Trelkar, a few other key kobolds
waited patiently for the rest to depart.  Finally, as the last of the elite
warriors from the Patrol Guard left, and only a handful of conspirators remained,
Trelkar silently closed the door and turned to face his master.


“Where is this stone?” Troll asked impatiently.


“Mynar has yet to deliver the Kale Stone,” Trelkar
said accusingly.


Mynar’s wry smile twisted to a frown.  “I don’t
see why that would keep you from acting,” the sorcerer quipped off-handedly. 
“After all, when our allies from the north arrive, you should have the strength
you need.”


Khee-lar looked around the room to ensure only
those who knew of the orc horde were present.  This proposed alliance was one
of expediency, not one that would be popular with the uninitiated.  “If
our allies arrive,” Khee-lar countered, “then they will keep our sister gen at
bay, and that’s it.  Unlike you and your careless approach, I’ll not have orcs
rampaging through our halls.”


“Well, then.”  Mynar shrugged off the reminder of
his failed attempt to use the Bloodhand Orcs to conquer their two gens just six
years now past.  “It appears that it’s up to you still to wrest the gen from
Karthan’s grasp.  How are you going to do that?”


“My lord?” Trelkar asked, but it was not a prompt.


Khee-lar looked around the room.  Troll stood
blank-faced, Mynar the Sorcerer seemed comfortable enough, though wary.  Kort
had left with his elite warriors, as had Raoros and the two chief elite
warriors from the Metalsmithies and Trade Warrior Groups.  The small handful of
elite warriors from the Deep Guard that Trelkar had quietly asked to stay behind
stood patiently waiting on their leader.


“My most loyal ones,” Khee-lar Shadow Hand
started.  “Without the support of half of our gen’s warriors, I cannot activate
the Covenant and take over the gen from Lord Karthan and his supporters.”


Several heads shook in frustration.


“However, if Lord Karthan and his closest
supporters died… well, then I would have to step in to claim the throne.”


All eyes were on Khee-lar.


“Then we go forward, my lord,” Trelkar stated.


“Wait, you do have a plan to kill Lord Karthan?”
Mynar the Sorcerer asked incredulously.  “And why have I, also a founder of the
Covenant, not heard about this plan before now?”


“It is what you wanted, is it not?” Khee-lar
snapped at his former mentor.  For a moment the tension in the room rose.  “‘To
eliminate Karthan’s claim to the throne of the Krall Gen’ and take him off the
throne of the Kale Gen.”  


Trelkar’s gaze was full of menace, causing Mynar
to back off.  “One of Karthan’s servants who lives and works in Karthan’s house
wants something of us,” Trelkar stated matter-of-factly.  “Something he’d be
willing to do us a service to get.”


“Aye, she’s a pretty one,” one of the elite
warriors said.  Others around the room sneered.  “But a bit young for that old
Krobo.”


“Enough!”  Trelkar glared at the offending
warrior.  After a moment, he continued.  “The time of harvest for Fang Cap
spores has arrived.  We know that Khazak Mail Fist is watching us, so we have
sent an unwitting pawn to harvest a large quantity of this poison for us,
following which we will have Krobo put it in Karthan’s house stew.”


Mynar the Sorcerer nodded.  “Simple enough, if
you’re not discovered.  I think Karthan and Khazak Mail Fist are more wily than
you suspect, my friend.”


Surrounded by Trelkar and his own elite warriors,
this was more than Khee-lar Shadow Hand would bear.  “You seek to lecture me?!”
he snapped.  “You who have been driven from your own gen, who showed up on our
doorstep sniveling like a whipped dog?  You pretend to lecture me?  Go get me
the Kale Stone!  We’ll see if you can do that!”


“I will bring you the Kale Stone,” Mynar said
firmly as he stood among the group he had helped found, his hand instinctively
covering the stolen stone of his own gen that he carried in his pouch.  “I can
see now that without it, you are not strong enough to take possession of your
precious gen.”  As he said it, suddenly it was very clear to Mynar.  He
could see the façade of strength for the weakness that it was.  While Mynar had
been away gathering allies from the north, Khee-lar had failed to get the rest
of the warrior groups’ leaders into the Covenant.


Khee-lar could not act without the Kale Stone.  He
didn’t have the backing to do it.  This ruse to poison Lord Karthan was just
that; a ruse.  It was a diversion meant to deceive Mynar into thinking Khee-lar
was fulfilling his part of the bargain.  Khee-lar didn’t want Lord Karthan dead
yet, because he wasn’t sure he would come out on top in the chaos that would
ensue, that someone else might not grasp the throne instead.  


Mynar wondered if there was one among the Covenant
that had the courage to act, yet could be dominated when the time came.  Certainly
not Trelkar, he was the action behind Khee-lar’s plans and much more deadly
than his master.


Slowly, an idea began to form, and as it grew so
did the smile that had begun to crawl back along his snout.  Mynar had no more
use for this council, for the moment.  For the first time since he’d been
driven out of his own gen, Mynar the Sorcerer knew the path he must take, and
the vision of it brightened his hopes.


Mynar excused himself, and Troll followed quickly after,
the pair ranging far through back-alley passageways to finally emerge in a more
remote corner of the gen’s caverns; where their presence would not be linked to
any meeting at the Deep Guard.


“You can’t let him threaten you.”  Troll seemed to
be testing the sorcerer’s resolve as they shuffled through the sand.


Mynar stopped and looked at the brute, his lack of
subtlety clear.  “Troll, before Khee-lar Shadow Hand had Trelkar, he was weak. 
When he was weak, he was a friend.  Now that Trelkar has organized the Covenant
for him, Khee-lar is strong, so now he is an enemy.  We must make him weak
again, so he will be a friend.”


This didn’t make sense to Troll.  “Why would you
want a weak friend?” he asked.


Mynar shook his head.  “Better a weak friend than
a strong enemy, don’t you think?  So, we must take Trelkar away from Khee-lar. 
Then he will be weak,” Mynar said.  “And we must do what Khee-lar can’t.  Then
Khee-lar and the rest of the Covenant will follow me.”


The pair walked along in silence through the halls
of the Kale Gen.  Soon they both were sitting in Raoros Fang’s home in the Leaders’
Grotto, sipping the fermented Wallaya root broth that his servant brought
them.  As they discussed the plans Khee-lar had put in place, and debated
whether or not Khee-lar had the strength to take the gen, Mynar talked much to
Raoros about how the Fates had thrown them all the very opportunity they didn’t
know they had been seeking.


“If you ride the winds of the Fates carefully,”
Mynar spoke subtly to the pair of warriors, 


“Then the coming chaos could bring you claim to
the throne.  Indeed,” Mynar had continued his many flattering words, “the time
for action has come, and power waits only for one who is daring and resourceful
enough to claim it.”


Though Raoros received his words with reluctance
mixed with skepticism, to Troll the dreams Mynar laid out to them were like
precious water.  He eagerly lapped up every bit of it. 



















 


Chapter 7
– The Shell Game


That
night brought little rest to Durik, and the morning found him still feeling
unsettled.  He was full of emotions swirling inside him from his brief
encounter with the Lord of the Gen’s daughter, the strange vision of Troll deep
in the caverns, and the encounter with Trelkar and Trallik.


In the rare moments when the trouble in his heart
cleared enough, he couldn’t help but think of the look on Kiria’s face as she
had walked away from him.  The strange vision of the night before had faded,
including the emotions of it, but the memory of what had happened at the arena
had not faded, only growing in intensity as he thought of Kiria and indignity as
he thought of Trelkar.  Kiria he could do nothing about at the moment, but
perhaps the problem with Trelkar he could.


He was not one to let something so clearly wrong
as what Trelkar had done go unchallenged, even if he was a chief elite
warrior.  But what could he do?  If Trelkar had judged that Trallik was not
scouting out the obstacles ahead of the trials, then who was he to say
otherwise?  He knew he’d seen Trallik coming from the doors of the arena, but
what if he’d only been in the antechambers?


Durik shook his head.  He could no more lie to
himself than he could lie to anyone else.  The footprints in the sand behind
Trallik had led directly to the arena doors where he’d seen someone in a cloak
emerge, and Trallik had been guiltily stuffing a cloak into his bag.  He’d seen
enough guilty looks from Trallik over the past year to know he was right about
the situation.


But why had Trelkar, Chief Elite Warrior of the
Deep Guard, defended Trallik, a lowly yearling?  That was the question he
couldn’t answer.  That question, and the warning and unrest in his heart that
it brought, had led him to this moment.


“What do you want of me, yearling?” Raoros Fang,
leader caste of the Wolf Riders Warrior Group, stood with his hands on his hips. 
Behind him stood his rather large chief elite warrior Troll, a decidedly bored
look on his face.  A chill ran down Durik’s spine at the sight of the brute. 
He swallowed and proceeded anyway.


“Sire, I very much appreciate the opportunity to
apprentice with the wolf trainers, and I will do all in my power to make you
proud tomorrow in the Trials of Caste,” Durik forced himself to say.


Raoros sensed Durik’s reluctance and frowned. 
“That’s not why you sought me out here in this passageway, though,” he replied
flatly.


Durik shook his head.  “No, sire.  I have a
greater concern,” he said hesitantly.


“Well, out with it then!” Raoros said impatiently,
his arms crossed.


Durik looked briefly at Troll, then spoke.  “Sire,
last night Keryak and I found Trallik sneaking out of the arena.  We’re sure he
was looking at the obstacles and trying to get an advantage for tomorrow’s
trials.”


“Why haven’t I heard about this yet?  Did you pass
that on to Khee-lar Shadow Hand, his warrior group leader?” Raoros was
obviously concerned.


“Well,” Durik grimaced, “as we were talking,
Trelkar, Shadow Hand’s chief elite warrior came up and told us we were wrong. 
He said he would drag us before the council and accuse us of scouting out the
obstacles ourselves if we said anything more.”


Raoros’ countenance changed.  For a moment,
uncertainty passed over the muscular warrior’s face.  He looked sidelong at his
chief elite warrior.  Troll just looked at him without understanding.  Then an
idea struck Raoros, and he spoke.


“Durik,” Raoros said after a brief pause.  “You’re
young, but I’m sure you can see that there are problems in our gen.”


Durik looked at his leader caste quizzically.


“In other words, not everyone supports Lord
Karthan.”


Standing behind Raoros, Troll got an alarmed look
on his face.  Durik was confused.


“In fact,” Raoros Fang continued, “there have been
attempts to replace him, all of which have obviously failed.”


Durik was shocked by the revelation.  Having lived
most of his life in the cave complex of the Wolf Rider’s Warrior Group, he’d
not been aware of much outside his little world.


“So Durik, the next one to try…”


Troll put a hand on Raoros’ arm and looked at him
with warning in his eyes.


Raoros looked at his chief elite warrior sternly,
until he withdrew his hand, then he looked back at Durik.  “As I was saying, the
next one to try we think will be Khazak Mail Fist.”


Durik was stunned, while Troll looked relieved. 
Lord Karthan and his chamberlain, Khazak Mail Fist, were rarely seen apart. 
Khazak had always appeared to Durik to be Lord Karthan’s most loyal supporter. 
How could he possibly do Lord Karthan any harm?


“But sire, how can that be?” Durik began to
object.


Raoros held up his hand.  “Durik, the older you
get, the more you’ll realize that everyone wears a mask.”  Durik didn’t know
what to say.  “But I’ll offer you proof that he is, in fact, conspiring to kill
Lord Karthan,” Raoros continued.  “Do you know the mushroom called Fang Cap?”


“Yes, sire.  It’s a small, red, flat-headed mushroom
that turns poisonous when it gives off spores,” he recited, remembering a
lesson given by the Herb Master during the year of training.


Raoros nodded.  “Partially correct; its spores
are poisonous.  The mushroom itself is very good… when it’s not in cycle that
is,” he said.  “And if you accidentally eat the spores, you will die quickly
and painfully.  So, tell me, Durik, where does it grow?”


Durik shook his head.


“It grows in mud, but not in just any mud.  It
needs a lot of heat, like the heat that rises up from the underdark to warm our
caves.”


Durik had heard where there was such mud, a whole
field of hot mud, with air bubbling up through it from some hidden fissure
below it.  That massive cavern was a growing place for all sorts of mushrooms
and fungi, and other more dangerous things as well.


“Aha,” Raoros exclaimed, “I can see by the look in
your eye that you know exactly where I’m talking about.  Go to the mud cavern
where it grows.  Find the stands of Fang Cap that grow there and discover
whether they’re shedding spores or not, and if any of them have been harvested
or if they’ve had their spores scraped from under their caps.  Bring me some
that have been scraped, as well as some that still have their spores to prove
that they’re in cycle.  This will provide the evidence I need to protect our
lord.”


“But sire.”  Durik’s confusion was evident on his
face.  “How will this prove that Khazak Mail Fist is conspiring to kill Lord
Karthan?”


“He is chamberlain, is he not?” Raoros Fang asked,
none too softly.  Behind him, Troll seemed overly aware of the volume of his
words.


“Yes, sire.”


“Then if Lord Karthan’s servant was found
attempting to poison Lord Karthan and his household, wouldn’t that point the
finger at his loyal chamberlain?”  The chamberlain was charged with taking care
of the lord of the gen in all ways, from running the lord’s house as well as
his court, to serving as his principal bodyguard.  That control extended to the
various servants and warriors who served as Lord Karthan’s personal staff, and
included his role as leader of the Honor Guard Warrior Group.  This connection
between Khazak Mail Fist and Lord Karthan’s servants was not lost on Durik.


“Yes, sire.  But how will this errand prove
anything?” Durik asked.  “If you already know who is attempting to kill Lord
Karthan, shouldn’t you be stopping him right now?”


Raoros Fang held up a hand, surprised at the
impetuousness Durik showed.  “Durik, I already am.  Much work has gone into taking
care of Lord Karthan’s enemies already.  However, I need a couple of facts to
back up what I’m about to do.  You, yearling, will provide one of those facts. 
Understood?”


Durik nodded his head and buckled the belt with
the long knife around his slender waist.  “Sire, I’ll not fail you.”


“Good.  Now, you know it takes a while to get
there and back, so hurry it up but be careful as well.  And remember, Durik,
these types of things take discretion, so be quiet about it.  Do not talk to anyone
else about this.  Now, off with you.”


Durik turned and hurried off down the passage, urgency
evident on his face, having quite forgotten about the business with Trelkar and
Trallik for the moment.


 





 


Spider smiled to himself, a twisted, smug smile of
vindication.  It had been years since he last remembered smiling.  And when his
smile had reemerged from its long suppression, it was not the innocent thing
that had brought such joy to his mother, but was instead a self-serving,
selfish thing that mirrored its master’s soul.


Pulling the knife from his belt, he threw the hood
of his cloak back to get a better view of such a delicate task.  Carefully
lifting up the red mushroom, he scraped the dull blade across the delicate
nodules on the underside of the cap.  Like delicate snow, the deadly spores
gently floated down onto the cloth he had laid upon the ground for just this
purpose.


Shifting gingerly on his lame leg, Spider twisted
the mushroom cap a quarter turn and continued his harvesting.  Before long
there was more than a light dusting on the cloth, and two mushrooms later there
was enough for the task his unwitting accomplice had agreed to perform.  Spider
smiled again.  He’d never liked Krobo, and it only made it better that the
servant would be blamed for the killing of his lord.


Carefully lifting the edges of the cloth, he
rolled it slightly into something of a funnel and poured the poison into a
small leather bag, turning away quickly when a bit of the dust rose up from the
ad-hoc funnel.


“Can’t be too careful, now,” he muttered to
himself as he tightened up the strings to the bag and began to tie it onto his
belt.


Suddenly, Spider heard a noise off toward the entrance
into this hot, muggy cavern.  His ears perked up and he unwittingly looked back
toward the entrance without covering his face.  He barely caught a glimpse of
something retreating back into one of the small tunnels that riddled the walls
of this fungus-laden cavern.  The heat of the cavern and the dim green light
the phosphorescent minerals gave off combined to rob him of the heat vision his
race lived by in the darkness of the deeps.  He thought it might be a kobold,
but the little glimpse he’d gotten of a fleeting tail and a foot could just as
easily have been one of the large, feral rats that inhabited these lower
caverns.


Sheathing his knife quickly and grabbing the heavy
walking stick he used, Spider threw the hood over his short adolescent horns and
immediately began hobbling quickly toward the entrance to the cavern.  As he
passed the hole he had seen the creature enter, he hefted his makeshift club
and limped past with a menacing look on his face.  To his relief there was nothing
to be seen there now.


In a few moments, Spider was safely on his way,
and Durik and Keryak could breathe again.  Despite the sensitivity of what
Raoros Fang had charged him with, Durik couldn’t keep it from Keryak, his
truest friend.  Besides, he’d wanted to know what else Keryak knew about Lord
Karthan’s daughter.  Despite his insistent needling, however, Keryak had only
seen her once walking about with Lord Karthan, which is how he knew Kiria was
Lord Karthan’s daughter.  


It wasn’t enough for Durik, who was doing a miserable
job of appearing coolly disinterested, while at the same time his mind kept
trying to spin out of control, thinking of ways to impress her, of how she was
just coming of age like him, and… of how she had looked at him!  It had been
all he could do to keep quiet while they waited for Spider to do his business. 



It had been a day since he’d met Kiria, however, and
with so little to go on his mind soon began to run out of fuel and started to calm
down, allowing him to focus more on the moment.


“What do you make of that?” Keryak whispered. 
“Was that Spider?”


Durik nodded, coming out of his thoughts.  “I got
a good look at him.”


The two friends sat in silence in the little
chamber they’d found, thinking of what they’d just seen, and what it meant. 
Finally, the pair realized there was only one thing to think.


“I guess Raoros Fang was right,” Keryak said. 
“Someone is trying to poison Lord Karthan.”


Durik just nodded and chewed on his lip as he
thought.


“Do you think Spider is the one who’s going to
poison Lord Karthan?” Keryak asked.


Durik shook his head.  “No, Raoros said it would
be one of Lord Karthan’s servants.  How do we find out which one?”


“Come on,” Keryak said, sitting up on his heels. 
“Let’s follow Spidey.  He may be a good climber, but he’s slow enough we can
tail him and see who he gives the bag of spores to.”


Durik’s face was a mask of determination as the
pair climbed out of the hole, harvested the mushrooms Spider had scraped for
spores as well as a few others, then hurried quietly after the errant former
yearling.


 





 


Trelkar wasn’t surprised to see Spider, but Krobo
certainly was.


“Spider, what are you doing here?” the old servant
caste gasped in surprise.


Looking about the crowded market cavern, Trelkar
suddenly turned and walked away as quickly as he could without looking
suspicious.


“I have something for you, Krobo,” Spider huffed
as he hobbled up to his mother’s future lifemate.  It was clear by the flushed
look on his face and by his pronounced limp that he’d walked quite a distance,
and at a hurried pace.  “Here,” he said unceremoniously as he pushed a small
leather bag into Krobo’s hand.


“What’s this?” Krobo asked as he began to open the
small leather bag.


Spider quickly put his hand over Krobo’s hand
before he could open it.  “Don’t!” he hissed vehemently then stopped himself.
“It is not safe in such quantity.  You don’t want to breathe it in.”


Krobo’s eyes narrowed.  “This is the sleeping
potion Trelkar promised?  Spider, what is this?  What have you brought me?”


Spider did his best to seem genuine as he lied. 
“It’s just what Trelkar said; a sleeping component.  It will do no one any harm
as long as it’s mixed well in the evening stew.”


Krobo looked at Spider with a piercing gaze, but
Spider didn’t bend.  Finally, the older kobold snorted and tightened the
strings on the bag before tying it onto his belt.  “I hope for your sake and
your mother’s sake that you’re not lying to me.  This better be as you say.”


At that moment, Krobo noticed someone coming
toward them and looked away.  Shaking his head, Spider turned and limped away,
past Keryak who seemed entirely too interested in the metal pot at the
blacksmith’s stand.  For all he prided himself in his skills of stealth and
awareness, Spider didn’t seem to notice the out-of-place yearling among the
market place of the Deep Guard, nor did he notice Durik, whose bronze scales
would have easily given him away, hiding in the shadows of a nearby exit.


 





 


Khazak Mail Fist stood warily observing all the
goings on in the modest, yet rather long marketplace of the Deep Guard.  He was
no stranger to danger, and at the moment he could feel several hostile glances
in his direction.  There, at the stall of a fungus seller, the elite warrior
whose shop it was stood with arms folded, glaring at Khazak, until Khazak
stared him down, then the elite warrior turned with a huff and got back to his
business.  But not far down the row of stalls another elite warrior couldn’t
seem to keep his eyes on the fish his servant caste had brought up from the
deep pools while he was gutting them and packing them in salt.  Khazak laughed
as the hostile elite warrior’s glare was interrupted when he accidentally cut
himself.


Coming up next to him, the elite warrior that led
Lord Karthan’s personal body guard whispered something in Khazak’s ear.  Khazak
nodded and the pair of them began walking through the market place, hands on
the hilts of their swords beneath heavy cloaks of dark wool.  Their target,
Trelkar the chief elite warrior of the Deep Guard, saw them coming from down
the side passage of the market and immediately began walking away from whoever
he was talking with.


Khazak Mail Fist pointed to the right and Lord
Karthan’s chief bodyguard took to the main passage, intent on intercepting
Trelkar.  Another of Lord Karthan’s bodyguards joined him from a stall where
he’d been browsing the wares.


Khazak took the side passage, his eyes warily
scanning the booths as he passed.  The faces of every elite warrior he passed
seemed hostile, though the servant caste and many of the warriors who worked
the booths or who were browsing the wares seemed mostly oblivious to his
presence or still deferent to him.


Suddenly, he came face to face with Krobo, one of
Lord Karthan’s servants.


“Sire!” Krobo stammered, obviously flustered as if
Khazak had caught him doing something he wasn’t supposed to be doing.  “What
brings you down here?”


Khazak looked intently at his master’s servant. 
Was there a part of the growing conspiracy that his network had not yet
uncovered?  “Krobo, what are you doing here?” he asked flatly, the intent in
his voice unmistakable.


“Um, I, uh, I came to find some ingredients for
tonight’s stew,” he finally blurted out.


“Since when have you helped that old witch that
runs Lord Karthan’s kitchen?” Khazak asked, his eyes looking Krobo over
intently.


Behind Krobo a warrior motioned to Khazak from the
mouth of the passageway leading into the main thoroughfare of the marketplace. 
Khazak snorted his frustration.  “Krobo, report back to the Lord’s House. 
We’ll talk as soon as I get back,” he commanded, then immediately took off
walking at a fast pace after the warrior who had motioned for him.


Krobo took a deep breath then quickly walked to
the spice seller’s booth where Jezmya worked.  Pushing past a Deep Guard
warrior who was browsing the wares, he leaned in close to her.


“What was that all about?” she asked.


“No time to talk.  Here.”  He pushed a bag across
the counter.  “Take this for now.  I’ll come for it tonight before the third
gong sounds.  Whatever you do, don’t open it or touch what’s inside.”


“Is this…”


“Yes, it is,” Krobo said as he grabbed a bag identical
in appearance to the one he had passed to her from a small shelf.  Within
moments the small bag of powdered salt dangled on his belt and Krobo began
walking away quickly.


Back at the booth, a Deep Guard warrior stumbled
trying to avoid Krobo, falling into the pile of bags on the counter.  “Sorry,
here’s your bag,” he muttered as he recovered, passing Jezmya a small leather
bag.


In the main passage, Khazak and his warriors stood
together facing off with Trelkar.


“Trelkar,” Khazak growled as he walked up to the fiery-eyed
chief elite warrior.


“What seems to be the problem, chamberlain?”
Trelkar asked through clenched teeth.


Khazak looked him up and down.  Trelkar wore nothing
but the loin cloth and crossed shoulder belts common to the warriors of the
gen, a long knife dangling from his waist like most warriors wore.  After a
couple of moments, Khazak growled in frustration.  “Nothing, it would seem.”


“Have you lost something?” Trelkar asked, a smug
grin emerging on his face.


Khazak stared at Trelkar, a cold, furious stare.  Finally,
Trelkar looked away.  Khazak breathed deeply and calmed himself.  “We will see
if there’s anything to find some other time.”  With that, Khazak turned and walked
off.  He was soon joined by the four others who had accompanied him here.


“Sire,” the chief of Lord Karthan’s bodyguard said
apologetically.  “My source has proved right twice now.  I don’t know what
happened.  He was supposed to have the poison on him.”


“Well, he didn’t,” Khazak growled.  “And so we
cornered him without cause and had to back down.  Now he doesn’t have to
suspect, he clearly knows that we’re watching him, and he probably knows that
we have an informant in his inner circle.”


“I can’t imagine what he did with the bag, if he
had it.”


Khazak stopped and turned to face the small group
of warriors.  “I can,” he said, a sudden realization showing on his face. 
“Follow me,” he commanded.  “We need to catch up with Krobo before he gets too
far.”  With that, Khazak took off running, followed by the other warriors.


 





 


Durik and Keryak tried to look inconspicuous as
they hurried down the unlit passage that paralleled the main passage where the female
with the bag of poison spores had gone.  To not arouse suspicions, as soon as
they saw her take the main passage, they had ducked into this side passage, but
though it led to the same place it was longer with more twists, so they had to
run.


“Isn’t this the way to Trallik’s dwelling?” Keryak
asked between gasps.


Durik nodded.  He’d had to fetch Trallik, who was
a deep sleeper, more than once during the year of training.  “He is Deep Guard,
after all.”


Soon the tunnel met up with the main route between
the living quarters of the Deep Guard and the fungus farms that flourished in
the deeper reaches of their gen’s home caverns, where the geothermal heat
coming up from below and the water seeping down from the ponds on the surface combined
to make a rich place for growing shelf fungus.  


Without so much as a glance to the right, Durik
led the pair off to the left.  Not more than a hundred steps later they emerged
into a large unlit cavern filled with tents and shanties, many of which were
huddled up against the walls of the cavern, but still more huddled together in
clusters throughout the sandy floor of the large, sloping cavern.  Heat rose
from some of them, but in general the area seemed mostly empty.


“Over there,” Durik said, pointing to the large
opening that seemed set as a drain at the lower end of the cavern.  “That’s
where she’ll come out of.”


Keryak was bent over, breathing hard with his
hands on his knees.  “Where do you think she lives?” he asked.


Durik shook his head.  “Could be anywhere, but by
her dress I would guess in one of the tents in the lower part of the cavern. 
Probably not in one of the larger tents up in the higher end, unless she’s a
servant there.”


Keryak chewed on his lip for a moment as he stood
erect and looked about.  “How about we hide over there?” he said, pointing to a
set of stalls, a local market that sold the common necessities to the families
of the Deep Guard that lived here.  “There’s no light, so you won’t stand out. 
Come, we can blend in there.”


Durik nodded and the pair walked quickly toward
the sleepy little cluster of stalls, rousing a local vendor of fungus with
their inordinate interest in his stock.


Not long after, Jezmya emerged from the large
passageway with her head down.  Having traveled this route too many times, she
didn’t even look about as she immediately turned and walked along the row of
shanties, turning aside the cloth that served as her front door when she
arrived.  


Durik and Keryak quickly ran past the well that served
the entire chamber, slowing to a trot as they approached the narrow space
between Jezmya’s house and the shanty next to it.  In a moment they were
listening carefully, trying to detect what was going on inside through the
thick woolen wall.


Inside, Jezmya was fretting.  She pulled at wool
that she was working on, but that didn’t help.  After a short bit, she got up
and walked out, intent on boiling some wallaya root to calm her nerves before
taking Krobo’s bag to his private chambers.


The moment she left her house Durik lifted the
woolen wall and Keryak rolled under.  Looking about, he saw the bag sitting
next to the wool he had heard her pulling.  Grabbing it quickly, he looked
about for a suitable replacement.  There, on the table, was a small pile of
leather bags of the same size and shape as this one.  Jezmya apparently crafted
them.  Quickly, Keryak grabbed one of the bags and scooped up some ash from the
small cooking fire to give it the same light weight and feel.  In a few short
moments all seemed as it was before he had entered, and Keryak had rejoined
Durik in the narrow alley.


Eagerly opening the bag in anticipation of taking the
evidence to Raoros Fang, the pair of yearlings gasped.  Taking a large pinch of
the substance out, the stunned look on Durik’s face said it all as he opened
his hand and watched ground up bits of spiced shelf fungus, not poison spores,
spill out of his palm and onto the ground.
















Chapter 8
– The Evening Before the Trials


It
had become something of a ritual to Keryak before the two moons of scouting,
one that he had eagerly renewed these past two nights.  With the events of the
day, he was yearning to clear his mind and prepare for the trials on the morrow,
and so he would go outside of the gen’s caverns.  


The world above, or the great outside, was a land
of mystery to most of the females and whelps of the gen, some were even afraid
to go to the surface, the lack of a ceiling and walls causing them great
unease.  For Keryak, however, evening in the outer world was a time of mystery
and great wonder.  On nights when the moon was new, the way the warmth of the
sun emanated from rocks and fought the cool dew from the trees and plants was played
out so clearly in his heat vision as the last light of the setting sun gave way
to the darkness of night.


Keryak walked softly into the sunken meadow that served
as the entrance to the home of their gen toward the stand of trees that was so
familiar to him.  The soft clover of spring on his feet felt cold, and Keryak
could see the sun had been down for some time; the warmth of an early spring
day had long since yielded to the cold of night.  Keryak could see his breath
in the air and he shivered as he walked toward a small figure wrapped in a fur
blanket.  By the lack of horns the figure was a female, though Keryak knew this
already.  For it was her that he had come to see, seated here on the side of
the small hillock, the trees behind her providing meager company for her lonely
vigil.


 “I almost thought you wouldn’t come tonight,” a
soft, feminine voice said from within the cover of the blanket.


Keryak smiled and opened up the blanket, revealing
a young female kobold.  Quickly he sat down against her side and wrapped the
blanket around the both of them, and they both shivered briefly in each other’s
arms.  “Darya, you know I wouldn’t miss our time for anything, especially after
two moons without you in the underdark.”


Darya snuggled up against Keryak’s chest, poking
her head out of the blanket just below his.  “I know,” she stated, and meant
it.


 “How are the stars tonight?” Keryak asked.


 “Lonely without you,” she replied, then squeezing
him she continued “but not anymore.  Now they’re beautiful again.”


Keryak sat thinking about the events of the day. 
He’d run through the whole scenario and couldn’t think of where the bag of
poison could have gone.  Now, however, with Darya snuggled up against him, his
worry and frustration melted away.  Soon his thoughts turned away from the
events of the day and to the events of the morrow.


 “You seem awfully quiet tonight,” Darya remarked
after a while.


 “Ah Darya, I will miss you,” Keryak replied.


 “Oh, don’t think of going away.”  She buried her
head in his chest.


 “It is for the best, you know.  When I return, I
will be a warrior in the gen, maybe even elite warrior if I win tomorrow’s
competition, and then I will have the right to establish my own home.”


 “Lot of good it will do you.  I’m only thirteen
now, and have several moons… more than a year until I reach fifteen,” Darya
said.


 “Well, I didn’t say I had to make it with you,”
Keryak countered, jokingly.  For his joke he received a sharp elbow in the
stomach.  “Oomph.  I give!  Just joking.”


Darya looked up at him with pouting lips, “You’d
better be.”  Then turning back to the stars, she continued, “I’d hate to have
to find someone else to watch the stars with on these cold spring nights.”


For quite some time they sat alternately in
silence or chatting of life, the stars, their dreams, hopes and aspirations,
all the while skirting the topic of the quest that would come after the trials,
which would take him away from her again.  Finally, they sat watching their
breath as it formed clouds and gazed at the stars together in silence.  After a
few more moments, Keryak was beginning to fall asleep.  “My love, I wish we
could stay out here all night, but I think I’d better get some sleep before the
trials tomorrow.  Besides, if I keep you out much later your uncle Drok will
come looking for you.”


Darya nodded sleepily, patting him on the chest. 
Taking the blanket with them, the two young kobolds walked past the guards at
the entrance, down toward the caves of the Wolf Riders that they both called
home, and eventually came to Darya’s house.  As they reluctantly parted, they
spoke again of their love for one another.


As he went to his own house and got into bed,
Keryak knew that he would give it his all the next day, for their future.


 





 


“Sire, I had the bag in my hand.  Somehow,
however, it wasn’t the bag with the poison spores in it,” Durik was
explaining.  “I saw him scraping the spores from the mushrooms, but somehow we
must have gotten the wrong bag.”


Raoros sat up in his oversized wooden chair, the
boarskin draped over it falling off the back with the motion.  He was in a
sullen mood, which was unusual for the burly warrior.  “And what proof do you
have?” he asked.  “How do I know that you didn’t just go running about the
halls of our gen all day and never actually get to the task I gave you?”


Durik was taken aback.  He was used to being
trusted, not doubted.  Grabbing another bag from his waist, he put it on the
little table that sat between them.  “Sire, we… I mean I harvested the
mushrooms he scraped, and others besides.  Look, here they are!” he said as he
handed him the bag.


Raoros’ snout wrinkled as he opened the bag and
smiled, then tightened it again.  His face reverted to a scowl as he looked at
Durik again.  “What do you mean we?” he asked coolly.  “I thought I told you
not to share this with anyone.”


Durik squirmed a bit in his seat.  “Sire,” he
began hesitantly.  “Keryak and I… well, sire, I didn’t know if I could find the
cavern with the mushrooms without Keryak.”


Raoros shook his head and sat back in his chair. 
“You have a hard time following instructions, don’t you, Durik?” he asked
rhetorically.  “You’d better fix that.  You’ll be a warrior in my warrior group
soon, and I don’t stand for such… unreliability.”


Durik bowed his head.  “Sire, it was not my
intention to…”


Raoros held up a hand and silenced the repentant
yearling.  “It never is, is it?” he said.


Durik had no response.  


“Well, why are you still here?”


“Sire,” Durik began, crestfallen, “It may not be
Khazak Mail Fist.  It may be Trelkar that is trying to poison Lord Karthan.”


Raoros’ eyes narrowed.  “Where did you hear this?”


“Sire,” Durik began, “Spider gave the poison to an
older kobold.  Trelkar was there as well and was a part of it.  They all three
scattered when Khazak Mail Fist and some of Lord Karthan’s Honor Guard warriors
showed up.  They chased after Trelkar and I think they confronted him.”


“Did you hear what they asked Trelkar?” Raoros
asked guardedly.


Durik shook his head.  “No, sire.  We were too far
away.”


Raoros’ countenance sharpened again.  “Enough of
this!” he growled.  “You’ve already seen enough.  I will take care of it from
here.  I don’t want you getting involved in this anymore.  Speak no more of
this to anyone!  Do you understand me?  No one!”


Durik nodded.


“Be gone with you!”


Durik bowed his head and turned away, shuffling
off as fast as was respectful.


 


 


Spider stood up from the table.  His normal sullen
look had undergone quite a transformation.  He stood erect and arrogant. 
Trelkar of the Deep Guard was playing the young kobold, as was his master Khee-lar
Shadow Hand.  He was their pawn, and ultimately their fall guy.  But standing
there at that moment, he appeared to be none of those things.  “They use Spider
so lightly,” he muttered to himself.  “But that’s how life is for the weak.”


Taking the bag of poison spores from the table, he
stood up straight as he heard the approaching footsteps.  Soon, Lord Karthan’s
muscle-bound chamberlain walked into the room, flanked by Lord Karthan’s chief
bodyguard and his chief elite warrior.


“Spider, I presume?” Khazak Mail Fist asked
unceremoniously.


Spider nodded.


“Do you have the bag of poison spores?” Khazak
asked.


Spider passed the bag over to Khazak’s waiting
hands, who opened it, quickly pulling the strings tight again as soon as he
recognized the poison.


“Very well,” Khazak said, his tone curt and all
business.  “This plus what we saw in the market today will help.”


“Aye, sire,” the chief bodyguard agreed.  “I told
you my source was reliable.”


“Hmm, reliable, yes,” Khazak acknowledged, “but we
didn’t catch Trelkar with the poison.  That would have been best.  And we can’t
prove that the bag Krobo had was this bag.”


Spider scowled without thinking.  After all, it
was Khazak and his warriors who had come too early.  He’d told them to wait
until Trelkar had the bag, and they should have nabbed Krobo right then.


“If you’d not have come up so soon,” Spider
quipped, “Trelkar wouldn’t have run.”


Khazak looked with annoyance at this young kobold
who stood judging him.


Spider shook his head.  To the others it was clear
he didn’t have the self-discipline to stop talking.  “You should have waited
until Trelkar took the poison from Krobo, or at least grabbed Krobo,” he
quipped.


Khazak regarded the lame former yearling with a
stern glance.  After a moment, he passed the bag over to the chief elite
warrior.


“Go, Chief.  Watch Krobo.  If he’s stupid enough
to pour the decoy bag into the stew, or if he somehow gets his hands on another
bag of poison, then take him and throw him into prison immediately.  If he
doesn’t try anything stupid, then when Lord Karthan leaves for the council,
escort our would-be-traitor to the prison and interrogate him.  Try not to disturb
Lord Karthan and his house.”


“Sire,” Spider said, “He has some things that my
mother gave him.  She would want them back.”


Khazak regarded the servant caste with the
slightest hint of pity, not sensing any ulterior motives and thinking instead
that he genuinely wanted to help his mother.  Turning back to the chief
bodyguard and Spider, Khazak Mail Fist nodded.  “Yes.  After all, Krobo will
have no use for it shortly.  But not until after Krobo is at the prison.  Now,”
he continued, looking at the chief bodyguard, “escort young Spider here out of
the Leaders’ Grotto.  After Krobo is at the prison getting interrogated let him
gather what he will of his mother’s belongings from Krobo’s quarters.”


The chief bodyguard nodded and began walking
away.  Spider hurried after him.


Khazak turned to the chief elite warrior.  The
steely eyed veteran was watching as Spider walked away.


“We’re done here,” Khazak said.  “We have the
poison, but we don’t have Trelkar or any real link to Shadow Hand yet.  Stay
vigilant.  I don’t think this is their last attempt to kill Lord Karthan.”


His companion was chewing on his lip in thought. 
“Sire, isn’t Spider lame?  I thought that’s why they didn’t let him back into
the year of training.”


Khazak glanced back toward the retreating form of
Spider and the chief bodyguard.  To his surprise, Spider was walking like any
other kobold.  “Maybe he’s healed.”


The chief elite warrior was silent for a few
moments, then turned and looked at Khazak.  “Maybe so.  Well, I’m off to the
Lord’s house, then.  Double guard still in effect, there.”


“Aye.”  Khazak nodded absently, still thinking
about Spider’s apparent recovery.
















Chapter 9
– Involved


The
first torch had not been burning long, marking the beginning of the first watch
of the night to those charged with the safety of the gen, when Durik emerged
from Raoros Fang’s opulent quarters in the Leaders’ Grotto.  Looking longingly
at the slender waterfall pouring sparse streamlets into the pool that was the
most distinct feature of the grotto, he breathed deeply of the cool night air
that wafted down from the large opening a bowshot above the sandy floor where
he stood.


This was a peaceful place, a place of privilege
and prestige.  The very vines that trestled down from the opening above gave
the place a subtle vibrancy, while the cool moisture from the waterfall and
pool sharpened the senses.  The heavy wooden doors of the various leader caste
with their bold carvings and shaped stone arches lent a certain air of
respectability, in addition to serving as tangible symbols of power.


For several moments Durik stood looking about at
this place he had only ever heard of, having never been allowed past the guards
that stood watch here before.  Eventually, however, the sound of the guard at
the entrance gate clearing his throat caught his attention.  With a motion, the
guard made it clear that Durik’s welcome was past.  It was time for him to go.


Sighing, Durik lowered his head and began walking
toward the exit, but stopped short as he heard the gravelly voice of Troll, the
chief elite warrior from his warrior group.  He talked briefly with the guard,
who nodded in obedience and stood aside as Troll walked toward the yearling.


“Durik,” he said flatly, his lack of any sort of
charisma permeating even the simplest of interactions.


Durik stopped and nodded, looking up at the
hulking warrior as respectfully as he could.  “Yes, chief.  How may I serve?”


Troll pursed his lips and looked about.  Seeing
the guard within easy listening distance, he motioned for Durik to follow him
as he walked toward something of a gazebo set up at the edge of the pond, its
stone pillars and hewn shingle roof providing some shelter from stray droplets
and the rain which periodically poured down from above.


The yearling respectfully waited as Troll seated
himself on one of the stone benches and motioned bluntly for Durik to do the
same.  As Durik sat, he could see that Troll was in a foul mood, but was trying
to appear cordial.  The scowl on his face, and the cruel scar across his
forehead that turned red when he angered betrayed his unskilled efforts and
left Durik intimidated instead.  The effect was only made more intense by
Durik’s vision the night before, and the very public knowledge that Troll’s lifemate
had indeed disappeared under mysterious circumstances not a day before that
vision.  Rumors had run rampant, but all of them pointed to Troll.


“Durik,” Troll muttered, his teeth showing as his
tongue spat out the yearling’s name.  “I have need of some help.”


Durik looked somewhat surprised.  “Yes, chief. 
How can I be of service to you?”


Troll nodded.  “That’s right.  It’s how you can be
of service to me.  You just keep that in your head.”


Durik was getting more uncomfortable.  


“But it’s also how I can be of service to you,”
Troll said, shrugging his shoulders and sighing raggedly.  “You see,” he said,
looking about to ensure they were alone.  “I’ve done a very bad thing.”


Durik’s eyes opened wide.  Was Troll about to
confess his murder to him?


“You see,” Troll continued.  “I put my trust in
someone I shouldn’t have, and that kobold isn’t making it happen.”


Durik looked confused.


“Durik, when I ask someone to do something for me,
I expect it to get done!” he said, the frustration in his voice very evident. 
“Turns out I trusted in the wrong kobold.”  Troll shook his head.  “He’s weak!”
he muttered and spat.


“Anyway,” Troll continued, looking up at Durik, “There
is one in the Deep Guard who is trying to take over the gen.”


“How do you know that?” Durik asked, startled by
the sudden trust Troll placed in him, but wary of it as well.  The shell game
earlier that day had clearly pointed to Trelkar, so it was no surprise to the
yearling.


“You don’t need to know how,” Troll cut him off,
his countenance hardening.  After a moment, he continued.  “But what you do
need to know is that change is coming to our gen.  I didn’t believe it when I
first heard it, but now I think we can pull it off.”


“What change?” Durik asked warily.


Troll couldn’t see Durik’s distrust.  A desire
burned in Troll’s eyes, be it greed or lust for power or whatever, Durik
couldn’t tell, but it blinded Troll to Durik’s reactions.  “It is time for Lord
Karthan to go!  His laws have made the elite warriors of the gen poor.  He has
destroyed our status by giving too many privileges to the lesser warriors.”


Durik knew there had been a time of turbulence
when Lord Karthan had changed many of the laws, changing the laws of wealth to
where the common warrior caste could sell what they made instead of giving it
all to the elite warriors that were over them.  It had made a lot of elite
warriors upset, he knew, for now they had to work to support themselves or live
off only what their servant caste provided them, but that had been several
years ago now, long before Durik had cared about such things.


“The one I put my trust in has lost his courage,”
Troll continued.  “I don’t trust him anymore.  I don’t think he can do it.”


“Then how will it happen, if Trelkar can’t do it?”
Durik asked cautiously.  And why are you telling me?


Troll’s brow raised at the mention of Trelkar’s
name, but he didn’t correct the yearling.  “There is another; a sorcerer, a
magic wielder.  He will do it.”  Troll suddenly looked at Durik.


Durik had lived all his life hearing that there
was such a thing as magic, but had never seen any evidence of it.  Was Troll
telling the truth?  He was skeptical, but if it was true…


“But change means a lot of work.  I need tasks
done.”  Troll’s steely eyes were fixed on Durik.  “And the rewards for doing
these tasks will be great.  Durik, I can make you an elite warrior once the
trials are done.  I can give you servants and a house built in the cave wall,
not just a tent dwelling.  All you have to do is whatever I ask.”


Durik was stunned.  He’d prepared hard for the
Trials of Caste, with the hopes of becoming an elite warrior, and now here was
his chief elite warrior offering it to him.  It seemed so easy, and yet
something felt so wrong.


“What do I have to do?” Durik asked tentatively.  


Troll looked about, resting his eyes on the servant
caste Kyro, who had just exited Raoros Fang’s house.  He said nothing as he
watched the lower caste kobold walk to the exit and past the guard.  Finally,
he turned back to Durik.


“Yearling, I need someone killed,” he said flatly. 
Troll’s hand slowly, almost subconsciously, went to the hilt of his sword.


Durik’s eyes narrowed.  His adrenaline started to
kick in.  He knew he should have been afraid, but at that moment there was no
fear in him.


“Chief, I…” he began.


“Look.”  Troll’s piercing eyes stared into his. 
“You don’t have a choice.  I’m your chief elite warrior, so you’ll do what I
say.”


Durik looked up at Troll, his calm gaze catching
the chief elite warrior by surprise.  He was much more used to people being
intimidated by him.


“Chief, I appreciate you thinking of me, but I
can’t do that for you,” Durik answered.


The scar on Troll’s forehead turned red as he
leaned forward and poked a thick finger into Durik’s chest.  “Listen here, you
bronze-scaled freak!  You’ll do what I say, or else!” he hissed through
clenched teeth.


Durik looked Troll calmly in the eyes.  “Chief, I
will not kill someone for you.  I’m no murderer; I’ll be a warrior tomorrow,
charged with defending the gen, not tearing it apart.  I don’t want to get
involved.  I don’t care who’s in charge of the gen.  I’m sure this whole thing
will happen with or without me.  I hope someday to be an elite warrior, but I
can’t take your offer.”


Troll was put off by Durik’s calm demeanor.  He seemed
completely un-fazed by Troll’s intimidating presence.  Wrinkling his snout, Troll
scowled and spat.  “Listen here, yearling,” he began, leaning in close to
Durik.  “You’ve got a nice family; Drok takes good care of you, and that little
sister of yours is turning out to be quite a pretty little female, almost ripe
for the picking.  If you don’t do what I say, I don’t know if Drok will survive
the insurrection… and I’ll be needing a new lifemate when this is all over…”


Durik’s eyes narrowed.  Could Troll actually
follow through on his threats?  It caught him completely off guard.


“Aha,” Troll said flatly.  “I see you might be
warming up to the idea of working for me now.”


Durik bowed his head.  “What do you want me to do,
chief?” he asked calmly, hoping to delay Troll long enough by seeming to agree
with him so he could figure out what to do.


“Look, it’s not that bad,” Troll said, almost as
if he were trying to comfort the yearling in his own twisted way.  “Lord
Karthan is weak.  The time to move is now.  All you’ve got to do is distract a
couple of his guards when the time comes.  I’ll do the real dirty work.”


Durik looked surprised.  “When?”


Troll stood up.  “You don’t need to know that…
yet.  Just be ready.”


Durik looked up at Troll as the large, brutal
looking warrior snorted in derision and turned away.  “Too easy,” Durik heard
him mumble as he walked away.


Fire burned within Durik; the fire of
indignation.  Shaking his head, he waited until Troll left, then went to find
Keryak.  He doubted Keryak would know what to do, but right now Durik felt very
alone.  After all, if Troll was involved in this conspiracy, he could only
assume that his warrior group leader at least knew what was going on.  And if
Raoros Fang knew, then he was probably complicit.  Durik’s world seemed to be
turning on its head, and he suddenly had no idea whom he could trust.


Suddenly some of Raoros’ strange answers seemed
clear to him.  He had to be involved!  Why else would he send Durik after
Spider, but pull him back when he’d found out too much?  Durik shook his head;
he wasn’t sure how involved Raoros was, but he knew he’d at least been Troll’s
pawn without knowing it, and like it or not, he was now involved.  What was he
to do?


If he got his uncle Drok involved, he knew the
answer there.  His uncle had very little subtlety to him.  He’d probably
confront Troll directly and get himself killed.  “That wouldn’t do,” Durik said
as he walked along the passageway toward his home.


Durik shook his head.  “Think!  What do I do?” he
muttered as he made his way home.


 





 


Trallik walked along warily beside the limping
former yearling who had been his friend throughout much of their whelping years. 
Spider had never talked much, and had usually been in a sour mood.  But so had
Trallik growing up, so the two of them had often spent time together griping
about their misfortunes in life.  That is, until Spider broke his leg and was
kicked out of the year of training.  After that, there had been no opportunity,
nor reason, for them to be together.


That was why Trallik had been surprised when
Spider had insisted he take him to Durik’s home in the Wolf Rider’s caverns. 
The whole way they’d spent in silence, with Spider grumbling about something
under his breath.


“There,” Trallik said, stopping a stone’s throw
from a tent set up against the wall, wedged between two others.  “That’s his
uncle Drok’s home.  His father is dead.  Now,” he said, turning to face Spider,
his hands on his hips.  “Why have you brought me here?  What are you going to
do?”


Spider scowled and pushed past Trallik.  “Nothing. 
Go home.”


Stumbling up to the tent Trallik had indicated,
Spider called out, his voice quivering with anger.  “Durik, its Spider.  I know
you’re in there.  I need to talk to you.  Come out!”


Trallik cringed with the noise.  It was well past
the third gong, and the area was quiet as the whelps had all been put to bed.


“What do you want, Spider?” a muffled voice called
from one corner of the structure.


“We need to talk, Durik,” Spider replied.  “You
have something of mine!”


In a few moments the flap parted and Durik walked
warily out of the tent, trying to size up Spider’s intentions.  In a few moments,
he stood with crossed arms in front of Spider as Trallik stood off to one side.


“And what is so important that you had to come see
me so late on the night before the Trials of Caste?” Durik asked.


Spider was full of emotion.  His face was a mask
of anger one moment, and a mask of hatred the next.  He had come this far, but
now that he stood in front of Durik, he didn’t know what to say and stood there
fuming.


“Well, Spider?” Durik prompted.  “I’ve already had
enough trouble because of you today.  What do you want now?”


“You!  You were there!  I saw you and Keryak
following my mother!  You took the bag from my mother’s house!” he accused,
suddenly aware that Trallik had no knowledge of the poison, and therefore not
wanting to say more.


Durik slowly nodded.  “Yes, I did.  In fact,
Keryak and I both did.”


Spider stumbled up to Durik and poked him in the
chest.  “You stole the poison!” he hissed through clenched teeth, trying to
keep his voice low enough that Trallik wouldn’t hear.


“Poison?  What poison?” Trallik asked, taking a
step forward.


Spider looked back at Trallik fearfully. 
“Nothing!  Go away!” he snapped, his voice a harsh whisper.


Durik shook his head.  “No we didn’t, Spider,” he
said, his face set with determination.  “We followed you to the cavern where
the Fang Cap grows and watched you harvest it.  But the bag your mother had was
full of harmless spiced shelf fungus, not Fang Cap spores.”


Spider looked at Durik without understanding.


“I don’t know what game you’re playing,” Durik
continued, “but whatever you’ve done with the poison, it will be found and you
will be caught.”


Spider slowly shook his head.  How could this be?


Walking back to the doorway of his house, Durik
reached inside and picked up a small bag.  Turning back to Spider, he flung it
at his feet.  “Here.  Here’s your bag.”


Spider picked it up woodenly and slowly opened
it.  Spongy crumbs of spiced shelf fungus, the same sort that the lower castes
of the gen added to their food, spilled out over his hand and onto the ground. 
In despair, Spider fell to his knees and tore the bag open as he began to sob. 
Crumbs of the fungus scattered on the ground in front of him.


“Why would you be gathering poison?” Trallik asked
in a subdued voice.


“I don’t know,” Durik answered instead, “but I’m thinking
it’s Trelkar of the Deep Guard, or maybe Khee-lar Shadow Hand he’s working
for.”  Turning to look at Trallik, he continued.  “You wouldn’t know anything
about that, now would you, Trallik?”


“No, I…” Trallik said.  “I’m in their warrior
group… What’s going on?”


Durik shook his head.  “You’re always one to get
into trouble.  But I wouldn’t get involved in this if I were you, Trallik.  In
fact,” he said, “I’m done with this myself.  It’s time to get some rest before
the trials tomorrow.  Good night, both of you.”  With that, Durik turned and
retreated back through the door of his house.


Spider just knelt there mumbling to himself.  “There’s
not time to make the trip to the cavern again.  Trelkar will be upset with me
unless… can I get more before…?”  In a few moments, Spider got to his feet and
went stumbling off toward the passageway, muttering to himself, leaving Trallik
alone to ponder on the events of the night.
















Chapter 10
– Infiltrating the Lord’s
House


Durik
tossed and turned on his bed.  Everything about what was going on was wrong;
Raoros pointing the conspiracy toward Khazak when it was clear now that Trelkar
and Troll were the real conspirators, Raoros’ seeming involvement, Troll
confronting him and asking him to murder for him.  Things were spinning out of
control around him, and he didn’t know what to do about it. 


Sitting up in the dark, Durik held his head in his
hands.  After a few moments, he got out of bed and stood up.  Summoning up what
courage he had, Durik knew he had to act.  If he, knowing what was wrong, did
nothing about it, he knew he could blame no one but himself for not stopping
it.  No matter what Khazak Mail Fist did, or anyone else did for that matter, and
whether or not Raoros Fang was involved or not, Durik decided that he would do
what he could to stop the plot that was afoot.  Though he didn’t know how, he
felt better already, more sure, and determined to face whatever lay ahead.


With a new focus showing in his eyes, Durik walked
out of his room.  Grabbing one of his uncle’s knives and tucking it into his
belt, the young kobold padded quietly out of the tent-dwelling that was his
home.  Making his way quickly toward the Leaders’ Grotto, determined to talk to
Khazak Mail Fist, Durik heard voices around the next corner and stopped.


“Spider said he lost a bag of poison,” a voice
that he was sure was Trallik’s was saying.


“Very good.  Now, for your loyalty, I will tell
you that I took it from him.  Does that surprise you?” a second voice asked.


There was silence for a moment before Trallik
answered, his voice a hushed whisper.  “No.  What are you going to do with it?”


“I gave Spider’s bag to Khazak Mail Fist to gain
his trust, though I have another bag of it.  See how much I trust you?  Now,
tell me, what did Spider say he was going to do?” the other voice changed the
subject.


“He had an idea for getting more poison.  He
didn’t say how, but I followed him,” Trallik answered, by the tone of his voice
he was clearly getting excited.  


“And where did he go?”


“He took the long route toward the caves of the
Deep Guard, the one that goes by way of the Patrol Guard’s caverns, and passes
through the grotto of the Herb Master.”


“The Herb Master, you say?  Perhaps he will find
his poison there.  Why did you leave him?” the second voice asked.


“He did mutter something about the Herb Master,”
Trallik answered.  “I tried to follow him.  He seemed like he might be heading
for trouble.”


“But why are you here, so near the home of the
Honor Guard, when he’s heading back to the Deep Guard?”


“Khazak Mail Fist and some of the Honor Guard are
onto him, I think.  They have guards posted all over the place… from the Honor
Guard Warrior Group.  I almost got caught by one of their patrols and ran this
way to avoid them.”


“Khazak is out?”


“Yes, I just saw him and some others rushing
past.  They’re taking the long route to the Deep Guard’s caverns as well.  If
Spider stops at the Herb Master’s house, they’ll catch up to him quickly.”


The other kobold immediately began walking away
down a side passage.  “Good work!  Go to the marketplace of the Honor Guard.  Either
Spider or I will meet you there.  Find whatever tools you can for opening locks
and be prepared to follow immediately upon our arrival.  The time for your task
is almost at hand, and if you do it well, in a few days you’ll be an elite
warrior.”


“I won’t let you down,” Trallik answered.  “And I
have my tools here with me.  I’m ready.”


“Remember, either Spider or myself will come for
you shortly.”


The sound of footsteps faded quickly into the
distance.


Durik was surprised to come face to face with
Trallik as he came around the corner and found Durik standing there, listening.


“What… why are you still out?” Trallik stammered.


“Why are you out?” Durik countered.


“You know why,” Trallik growled.  “The same reason
you’re out.  Spider was trying to poison someone.  I’m just trying to find out
what’s going on.”


“Who was that you were talking to?” Durik pressed.


“No one!” Trallik snapped, frustrated at Durik’s
questions.


“It’s Lord Karthan and his family,” Durik said.


“What?”


“That’s who Spider is trying to poison.”


Trallik was shocked and silent.


“I’m telling you, Trallik, don’t get involved in
this.  Nothing good can come of it.”


Trallik scoffed as he turned to go, his eyes wide
with surprise.  “I’ll be fine,” he stammered.


Durik shook his head as he watched him go.


 





 


Krobo was shaken, but more than anything he was
shocked at what he had agreed to do.  As he walked through the main passageways
that led back to the upper areas of the gen from the lower reaches, he could
not help but play back in his mind what had happened.  How had he fallen in
with such evil?  Was this what Trelkar had planned all along… to kill Lord
Karthan?


Shaking his head, he looked down at the dagger in
his hands in disbelief.  He couldn’t believe he had actually agreed to do this
thing.  But then, if he didn’t…


“Krobo,” a familiar voice cut through his stupor
and he stopped in place, looking up from the dagger in his hand.  It was
Spider, a strange look of adrenaline on his face, yet Krobo was oblivious to
it.  “I have more of the sleeping dust.  Here, take it for the stew!  I’ll go
tell Trelkar that the plan is back on track!”


Krobo shook his head.  “I can’t.  But they are
going to kill… they have your mother…”


Not for years had Spider bothered caring about
other people.  Even his feelings for his mother were mostly gone; despite his
recent failure he didn’t feel the need to run to her.  All he really cared about
at the moment was that he had been able to correct his mistake, thanks to a
small stockage of rat poison the Herb Master kept on hand.  Now he just needed
to figure out how to get Krobo to use the poison.


Spider looked about the subterranean cavern the
pair were standing in.  There was a drop off to one side of the walkway, but
the rest of the cavern was open.  No one seemed to be around.  “What do you
mean?  What are they making you do?” he began to try to talk with Krobo; the
beginnings of an attempt to persuade him to take the poison and finish the
deed.


Krobo had a hard time bringing himself to say it. 
After a couple of deep breaths, he finally stammered, “Trelkar wants me to kill
Lord Karthan.”


“Or what?” Spider pressed.


“Or they will kill Jezmya!”


As Spider watched Krobo, the anguish on the old
kobold’s face awakened some long-suppressed sentiment for his mother.  “They
can’t do that,” he mumbled to himself.  “What is happening here?”  Being beaten
by Trelkar was one thing; some elite warriors did that with their servant caste
when they made mistakes.  But holding his mother hostage… he had never expected
such an act.  If they would kill his mother, what would stop them from killing
him?  All of a sudden Spider began to doubt.


“They are merciless, Spider,” Krobo cried. 
“They’ll stop at nothing to get what they want… and they’ll destroy us and your
mother in the process.  None of us are important to them; only power.  They’ll
use us up and throw us away when it suits them.”


“Here.”  Spider’s eyes began to moisten from the first
realization that his dreams for power were likely to end in ruin for him and
his mother.  Yet he could see no other way than to do Trelkar’s bidding.  “Take
this dust,” he said, pressing the small jar into Krobo’s hands.


Krobo looked down at the jar.  “This is poison,
isn’t it?” he stated more than asked.


Spider nodded his head.  “It will end this whole
thing.”


“But how can I…” Krobo began.


At that moment, the pair of kobolds heard
footsteps coming down the passageway.  As they stood frozen, a kobold that
neither of them recognized came around the corner and stopped.  By his dress
and markings, he was an elite warrior of the Deep Guard, but neither of them
had seen him before.


“Ah, Spider and Krobo,” the stranger said.


Both of them looked at each other questioningly.


“Why do you have that dagger, Krobo?”


“I… I… No re… reason,” Krobo stuttered.


“Oh, and I see that Spider got you a jar of poison
from the Herb Master’s grotto.  Well, they’ve sent you on a fool’s errand, then,
haven’t they?  Sending an old fool to do an assassin’s job?  Well, I’m prepared
to fix that.”


Krobo was sweating profusely.


“And you.” the stranger turned to Spider.  “You’ve
become quite unnecessary.  In fact, after I went to Khazak Mail Fist tonight
with the bag of poison you harvested, you’re much more a liability than an
asset.  Not that I don’t have more poison, mind you.”


“What do you mean?” Spider asked in confusion.


“This is what I mean,” the stranger said as he stepped
forward.  Drawing a long knife from his belt, he grabbed Spider by the shoulder
and drove the knife up through his stomach and into his lungs in one fluid
motion.  The look of shock and blinding pain froze on Spider’s face as the
stranger caught his slumping form and pushed him off the walkway.  His body
fell through space until it hit the bottom of the crevice far below.


“You… you…” Krobo stammered as he backed up, fear
and shock paralyzing the old servant caste.


At that moment, the sound of several feet could be
heard coming from the passageway behind the stranger.  Looking about, the
stranger unbuckled the sheath from his waist and threw the belt, sheath, and
long knife together off the precipice after Spider’s body.  Passing a hand over
his face, Krobo was stunned to see the face of Spider appear in place of the
stranger’s face.  The mark of elite warrior was gone from his chest, and he looked
less muscular and more hunched over.  He looked like Spider!


As Krobo stumbled back and fell on his tail in
shock, Khazak Mail Fist, Lord Karthan’s chief bodyguard, and a pair of other
Honor Guard warriors came into view around the corner.


“Spider!” Khazak called.


“Yes, sire,” the stranger who now looked like
Spider answered.


“What is going on here?”


Spider pointed to the dagger and the jar of poison
that Krobo still held in his nerveless hands.  “Sire, Krobo was coming to kill
Lord Karthan.  Somehow he got more poison, and see, he has a dagger.  I believe
it has the stamp of the Deep Guard on it!”


Khazak’s face twisted to one of absolute anger as
he leapt forward and grabbed the poison and the dagger out of Krobo’s hands. 
Taking Krobo by the arm with his other hand, he picked the older kobold off the
floor and threw him bodily at the feet of the two Honor Guard warriors.


“Take this traitor to prison,” Khazak commanded. 
“And take this as evidence against Khee-lar and Trelkar from the Deep Guard,”
he added as he passed the poison and the dagger to the chief bodyguard.


“Sire,” the chief bodyguard said.  “This is not
the stamp of the Deep Guard.  This dagger bears the stamp of the Metal Smithies. 
And this poison comes from the Herb Master’s grotto I would say, by the make of
the jar.”


Khazak growled and shook his head.  “It doesn’t
matter.  We caught him with the evidence we need, and we’ve already been told
who put him up to this,” he said as he caught Spider’s eye.  “We’ll get Trelkar
and his lackeys.  Krobo will tell us what we need to know… with a little bit of
persuasion.”


“That’s not Spider!” Krobo finally blurted out as
the two Honor Guard warriors began to drag him away.  “He just killed Spider!  He’s
an imposter!  He killed Spider!” then, as his cries  became more desperate, “I
didn’t know that jar was poison!”


Khazak looked at Spider with a serious gaze. 
Spider just looked back at him and chuckled.  “I’m not me?  It seems the old
kobold is crazy as well.”


Krobo continued to scream and fight the guards as
they drug him by the arms out of the cavern and into the passageway.  When the
screaming didn’t subside quickly, one of the guards struck him hard in the side
of the head and Krobo slumped into unconsciousness.


Shaking his head, Khazak began walking after them,
intent on making it to the gen’s council on time.  The burning of the torch
that marked the first watch of the night had begun at the sounding of the third
gong, and the midnight council where the yearlings’ quest would be discussed
would soon convene in the council chambers of the gen.  Despite all the events
of the past couple of days, tradition was tradition, and nothing would get in
the way of everyone playing their parts in the series of events that were
collectively known as the Trials of Caste.


“Sire,” the kobold who looked like Spider said as
the chief bodyguard turned to him, “now that you have him, may I gather my
mother’s things from his personal chambers in the Lord’s house?”


The chief bodyguard nodded.  “Aye.”


Looking about one more time, Mynar the Sorcerer
followed the chief bodyguard toward the Lord’s House.


 





 


Khee-lar Shadow Hand hurried along the various passageways,
some of them natural lava flow tubes while others had been carved with magic or
with picks by kobolds of generations now past.  His destination was the gen’s
great council chamber; the seat of power for the gen’s lord and council that he
was intent on making his own before long.  Behind him trailed a handful of his
own warriors to serve as a bodyguard, and to scout out the chamber before he
arrived.  He had been careful to work through intermediaries in most of this plot,
but Trelkar’s uncharacteristically impetuous move of sending Krobo off with a
dagger to kill Lord Karthan had put everything at risk.  


He shook his head as he walked along a trail
through a larger cavern, one that was worn particularly smooth.  He had not
actually wanted a move made against Lord Karthan yet; he thought he’d made that
clear.  But obviously Trelkar had not seen the poison plot for what it was; a
deception to make Mynar think that the Covenant was moving against Lord
Karthan.  He didn’t actually want Krobo to kill the Lord of the Gen, not yet
anyway.  There was more strength to be gathered before Khee-lar could be sure
he’d come out on top in the chaos that would ensue afterward, after all.


When the poison somehow got lost, however, things
got confused.  Somehow Trelkar didn’t get the poison, and somehow the decoy
powder they had prepared for Krobo had not ended up with Krobo.  He’d ended up
with a bag of spiced shelf fungus instead!


Khee-lar muttered his frustration.  It was either
a rare bout of incompetence on Trelkar’s part, or somehow Mynar had seen
through the delaying tactic and taken the spores…  But if he had, then why? 
After all, it was Mynar who had not wanted to wait to move against Lord
Karthan.


Khee-lar again shook his head.  For a moment he
thought he might be to blame.  After all, he’d never actually told
Trelkar that Krobo’s errand was meant to fail, and fail quietly.  As quick as
the thought came, however, Khee-lar dismissed it.  “Trelkar should have known,”
he muttered to himself, angrily shifting blame to his second as he ducked into
a rough-hewn passageway on the far side of the cavern they were traversing.  He
was putting the entire plan at risk, and if Khazak Mail Fist rolled up Trelkar
he would almost certainly point the finger at Khee-lar himself.  “That won’t
do,” he mumbled.  “That won’t do at all.”  And in his hardened heart, he knew
that Trelkar was a vulnerability that he couldn’t afford right now, he had
insulated himself well enough from this whole plot, except in the case of
Trelkar, so in the end he knew what must be done; he would not go down with
Trelkar.  No, Trelkar would leave the gen shortly, before Khazak Mail Fist had
the opportunity to bring him in.  Now that he had decided, he felt better about
the whole thing; yes, it had to be done.


As his anger began to settle down, Khee-lar’s
frustration began to settle as well.  He couldn’t help but think of the
futility of sending Krobo to kill Lord Karthan with a dagger.  Honestly, he
doubted the old fool would have the stomach to actually do it, when it came
down to it.  What was Trelkar thinking?  Still, he brought a strong bodyguard
just in case he was wrong about Krobo, and in case Trelkar wasn’t enough of a
target for Khazak and his lackeys.


And where was Mynar the Sorcerer in all this? 
He’d left the Deep Guard’s caverns last evening and hadn’t been seen since. 
That could not bode well.  Khee-lar was beginning to suspect that he would have
to deal with Mynar in a more permanent fashion and find some other way to get
the Kale Stone.  If only that Krall Stone Mynar carried could be used by
someone else to locate the Kale Stone, someone of Kale heritage…


As he emerged from the passageway into a large
common chamber not far from the council chamber and the Leaders’ Grotto,
Khee-lar was surprised to see a pair of Honor Guard warriors standing guard at
the far end.


Walking up to them as if nothing were the matter,
Khee-lar recognized one of them as Lord Karthan’s chief elite warrior.


“Well, strange seeing you here, Chief” Khee-lar
began, his retinue of warriors tightening up their formation behind him.  “I
would have thought you’d be in the council chamber already.”


The grizzled veteran warrior’s face was an
emotionless mask.  “Sire, we found Krobo with a dagger and a jar of poison, and
we believe he was intent on killing Lord Karthan.  You wouldn’t know anything
about that, now would you?”


Khee-lar looked deliberately shocked.  “Well,
isn’t that unfortunate.  Glad to hear he was found out before he could do any
damage!”  Inside, he was cursing Trelkar’s ill-advised move yet again, but felt
reassured that Khazak and his lackeys didn’t have the evidence they needed to
implicate him personally.  After all, if they did Lord Karthan’s chief elite
warrior would not be bandying words with him right now; the impetuous old
warrior would have pulled his sword already.


The chief elite warrior was non-plussed by
Khee-lar’s almost flippant answer.  “We have reason to believe that Trelkar put
Krobo up to it.  Do you have any idea why he would do that?”


Khee-lar Shadow Hand chuckled.  “You’d have to ask
Trelkar about that, I would imagine.  But I can’t think it’s anything more than
the imaginations of a deranged old servant’s mind.  What would Trelkar have to
do with that crazy old servant caste, anyway?  He’s a member of Lord Karthan’s
house staff, not the Deep Guard.”


The old veteran was not amused.  “Look, Khee-lar,”
he said forcefully, deliberately not using any title of respect.  “We know
Krobo has been spending a lot of time with a female named Jezmya down in your
warrior group, as do you.  We also know that Trelkar has been dealing in
poison.  You know what I’m talking about.  We’re on to your chief, and it won’t
be long before we have the proof we need to take you down as well.”


“Enough of this silliness, lackey.”  Khee-lar waved
dismissively at the veteran warrior.  “You challenge my honor, as if you had a
right to.  Remember your station.  I am a leader caste and you’re still only an
elite warrior.  Know your place!”  With that, Khee-lar and the rest of his
retinue walked past the pair of guards.


Not far into the passage, Khee-lar turned to one
of his bodyguards.  “Go.  Tell Trelkar that Krobo’s been taken, and that
somehow he had acquired more poison.  Tell him that this may work to our
advantage.  Go and tell Trelkar to prepare his group to follow Lord Karthan’s
‘package,’ and to leave the gen now, if he wants to keep his head.”


“The ‘package’ sire?”


“He’ll know what I mean.  Just tell him,” Khee-lar
answered.  “Oh,” he stopped the warrior as he was about to leave, “and tell him
I don’t know how Krobo got more poison, but I can only suspect either Spider or
somehow Mynar the Sorcerer.”


“Aye, sire, though with how the poison
disappeared… It bears the signature of Mynar, I would think?  Do you think
Mynar knew your intent was for Krobo to fail?” the warrior asked.


“Perhaps,” Khee-lar said, bothered by the talk of
it all with one of so low a social standing, though encouraged that someone
around him had seen his intent clearly.  “Go, tell Trelkar to leave the gen
shortly, and when we’ve taken the gen we’ll send for him at the First Night’s
Resting Place.”


“Yes, sire,” the warrior answered curtly, then
split off from the main group and doubled back into an uneven side passage, one
that tumbled over rocks and ran through seeps of mud and dipped into sumps of
water; one where he could pass undetected through the guard force Khazak Mail
Fist had deployed.


Breathing deeply, Khee-lar calmed himself and
focused on the tasks ahead.  Krobo had been taken, but that was no matter.  He
was only a pawn anyway, a delaying tactic at best.  No one already in the
Covenant had been taken, and sending Trelkar away before Karthan and his
lackeys could take him in would ensure that.  Their secret society was still
secret, and Lord Karthan didn’t have enough evidence to take action against
him… yet.


 





 


Durik walked quietly up to the sleeping form of
his fellow yearling behind the empty stand where Trallik had decided to hide. 
He had known Trallik wouldn’t be able to stay awake.  He never could.  Carefully,
and ever so quietly, he shifted a broad wooden plank just enough to completely
conceal Trallik, and not a moment too soon.


At that moment Lord Karthan’s chief bodyguard
entered the empty market cavern, followed closely by Spider, who walked along
behind him as easily as before he’d broken his leg during the year of training. 
Spider looked about the place, clearly not expecting to see Durik, who stood
there unassumingly.


Durik found it strange that Spider looked as calm
and collected as he did, but even more strange was that Spider didn’t even seem
to recognize Durik in the darkness of the cave.  It was as if he’d completely
forgotten the events of earlier that evening.


“Good evening, yearling,” the chief bodyguard
said, and though there was no light he did recognize Durik as one of the seven
who would be competing tomorrow.  “Shouldn’t you be in bed?”


Durik bowed his head.  “Yes.  I couldn’t sleep.”


The chief bodyguard laughed.  “Nervous for the
competition tomorrow, I’m sure.”


With that, the chief bodyguard and Spider walked
by, leaving Durik standing in front of the hidden form of his sleeping
companion.  Spider looked about one more time as the pair left the chamber. 
Not seeing Trallik, he shook his head and muttered to himself, but quickly
followed the chief bodyguard.


As the two passed into the far passage, Durik
heard Trallik stirring.  Quickly putting the wooden plank back in place, Durik
did his best to pad away silently after Spider.


 





 


“Here’s Krobo’s private chambers,” the chief
bodyguard said.  “And here I’ll leave you with him.”  He nodded toward the lone
guard that had been posted to the servants’ quarters in the Lord’s House.


Mynar the Sorcerer, still under Spider’s visage,
nodded and smiled at the chief bodyguard.  He was annoyed that the yearling
Trallik had not been there.  He needed his reported skill with locks, and
besides, he had to lay the blame on someone…


“If you need any help, I’m sure Bogat can help
you.”  With that, the chief bodyguard left the room.


“Here,” the guard named Bogat said.  “I’ll open up
his room for you.”  Key ring in hand, the guard opened one of the several doors
in this back-chamber warren of housing.  There was rarely anyone here during
the day, but at night all of the servants who did not have houses of their own
slept here.  Most of them had already gone to bed.  After all, a servant’s life
was always early to bed, early to rise, in order to prepare things for the lord
and his family.


Waiting patiently for the guard to finish opening
the finicky door and to step aside, Mynar nodded and walked into the cramped
little quarters.  Instantly he found what he needed.


“Bogat, can you help me lift this?” he asked from
behind the door.


The guard ducked in to the little chamber and
looked up just in time to receive a crushing blow to the head with a heavy,
polished bronze candlestick.  Grabbing Bogat by the arms, Mynar drug him into
the small chamber, stripped off his equipment then put a pillow over his snout. 
Several moments later he checked to make sure the guard was no longer breathing,
then rolled the body under Krobo’s bed, hiding it behind a couple of extra
blankets.


A few moments later, Bogat emerged from Krobo’s
chamber, adjusting a bulging belt pouch he wore and tightening the baldric to
the sword that hung on his belt before he turned and locked the chamber door.


 





 


Durik stood before the pair of guards at the
entrance to the Lord’s House pleading his case.  It was well into the first
watch of the night, however, and neither of these guards had any knowledge of
‘some plot to poison Lord Karthan’s household,’ nor were they particularly
inclined to listen to some yearling telling them a fantastic story.  Finally,
just as Durik was about to give up, Khazak Mail Fist, Lord Karthan’s Chief Elite
Warrior, and a pair of Honor Guard warriors arrived on the scene.


“Yearling!” Khazak commanded in a stern voice.  “You’re
the bronze-scaled one.  Here, what are you doing out?  The Trials are
tomorrow!”


Durik nodded.  “Yes, sire.  But I have some
information about some poison that someone gave to you.”


Khazak looked at Durik as if for the first time. 
Looking around, he lowered his voice.  “Well, then, out with it.”


“I overheard two kobolds in the passageway near
the market,” he began.


“Do you know who they were?” Khazak interrupted.


Durik thought for a moment, then shook his head. 
“No, sire,” he uncharacteristically lied, trying to protect Trallik yet again
from himself, if only because of the year of training they had gone through
together.  “These two kobolds were talking.  One said to the other that he had
taken the poison from Spider and given it to you.  But he said he had another
bag of poison.”


Khazak’s eyes narrowed in thought.  “Hm.  That
doesn’t make sense.  I…”


Suddenly, behind him the chief elite warrior spoke
up.  “Sire!  I know it now!  Spider wasn’t limping last time we saw him!  It
must be that magic-using imposter from the Krall Gen!”


“What do you mean, chief?  Spider gave me the bag
of poison,” Khazak replied.


“Yes,” the chief elite warrior answered, “but do
you remember the report about the one who could change the look of his face;
the one who tried to kill Lord Krall from our sister gen?”


“Aye,” Khazak answered.


“It makes sense now.  It may not have been the
lame servant caste Spider who gave you the poison, then walked away as if there
was nothing wrong with him.  It may have been that imposter.  Remember, we got
a report that he was last seen fleeing this way?”


“Sire,” Durik interrupted.  “I think you should
know that Troll from my warrior group is involved as well.”


Khazak Mail Fist and Lord Karthan’s chief elite
warrior both looked at Durik.  “Durik, that is quite a charge to make,” Khazak
said.  “What makes you think so?”


“Sire, he wants me to kill someone for whoever
he’s serving.  He mentioned that he’s changing his loyalty to serve a sorcerer,
perhaps this sorcerer you’re talking about.”


The pair of leaders looked at each other.  “Do you
have any proof other than what he said?  And who was he loyal to before?”


Durik shook his head.  “I have no proof, but Troll
said that Trelkar of the Deep Guard was preparing to take over the gen.”


Khazak nodded his head and gave a knowing look to
Lord Karthan’s Chief Elite Warrior.  “Durik, what else did you overhear in the
hall?”


“Sire, one of the kobolds left to chase after
Spider.  It was the kobold who said he had the poison.”


Khazak turned to the chief elite warrior.  “We
just saw Spider.  We found him with the traitor Krobo.”


“Krobo said that Spider wasn’t actually Spider,
but was an imposter,” the chief elite warrior said as he shook his head in
sudden realization.


Khazak got the same realization at almost the
exact same moment.  “And we sent Spider back to here, to the Lord’s House to
gather his mother’s things…”


“Spider and Lord Karthan’s chief bodyguard passed
through these gates not long ago,” one of the guards offered.


“Yearling,” the chief elite warrior said, slapping
Durik on the back.  “You’ve been very helpful.  Go, get your rest, if you can,
but watch your back.  Troll may be counting you as a threat, if you told him
you refused to do his dirty work.  I’d sleep with one eye open if I were you.” 
With that Khazak Mail Fist and the chief elite warrior hurried past the guards
and threw open the doors of the Lord’s House.


 





 


Mynar fumbled with the keys on the ring for
several moments, cursing Trallik the entire time.  It had been a simple enough
plan; get into the store room and pour the poison into the barrel of Sweet Bark
Cider that Lord Karthan would be breaking out for the celebrations tomorrow.  But
once again his supposed allies had let him down.  Why hadn’t the yearling been
there?


“No matter,” he mumbled to himself as he forced
the next key on Bogat’s key ring into the lock.  Rattling it about a bit, he
cursed his luck and went to the next key.


“Bogat,” a voice startled him from behind.  “What
are you doing getting into the cold storage?”


Mynar turned around, willing his voice to mimic
that of the guard Bogat, even as his face and form renewed the illusion.  Lord
Karthan’s chief elite warrior stood at the entrance to the small cave that
served as an antechamber to the deeper, cool vaults where Lord Karthan’s house
stored its litany of supplies.


“Chief, I was told to… um… to get the Sweet Bark
Cider in preparation for the festivities,” Mynar said.


“Who told you that?”


“Um… it was Khazak Iron Fist,” Mynar replied, not
even noticing his mistake.


The grizzled, veteran warrior’s eyes narrowed. 
Looking the kobold Bogat over head to toe, he noticed a rather large, circular
bulge in his belt pouch.


“What do you have there, Bogat?” he asked.


Mynar’s hand reflexively covered the Krall Stone,
which he had stolen from his own gen.  “Nothing, chief, just some dinner for
later in the shift.”


“Drop your weapons,” the chief elite warrior
commanded as he drew his sword.  “I have reason to suspect that you are not
Bogat, but instead an imposter.”


With a growl, Mynar pulled the translucent ball of
crystal from his belt pouch and took it in both hands.  Focusing his power
through the artifact, he lashed out at the older warrior, invading his mind
with raw power and leaving him dazed and staggering.  It was just enough for
Mynar to sprint past his victim before the old warrior could strike at him.


“Come back here,” the chief elite warrior called
out as he struggled to get to his feet.  By that time Mynar was already out in
the vaulted entrance to the servants’ quarters.


 





 


“Greetings, Bogat, how’s the evening?” the pair of
Honor Guard Warriors called out as Mynar approached the front gate.


“Greetings,” he answered.  How strange that they
should be facing inward.  Weren’t they supposed to guard the Lord’s
House from outside threats?


The pair of Honor Guard warriors looked at each
other.  “Um, eh, stop there Bogat,” one of them said.  “I said, ‘How’s the
evening’.”


Mynar stopped and looked at the pair as they
looked anxiously back at him.  What was wrong here?


“What?” Mynar asked.


“Remember?” one of the two hinted.  “You know…
‘How’s the evening’.”


“Ah, right!” Mynar feigned recognition.  “Ah, I’ve
forgotten the right response.  Here, wait a bit.  I’ll go ask Chief.”


The two guards sighed in relief as Mynar hurried
back down the hall.


“Phew, almost thought that might be the imposter
we’re looking for,” one of them remarked as they watched Mynar walk away.


 





 


“Alright, now,” the chief bodyguard called out to
the small huddle of Honor Guard warriors assembled in front of him.  “I think
that’s a simple enough explanation of the imposter we’re looking for.  So,
we’ll search in pairs.  No one leaves until we find him.  Remember, use the new
password in a sentence when challenged, and challenge everyone you see, as he
can look like any of us.”


The warrior known as Bait, as everyone called him
since the day he’d nearly been eaten by a bear, raised his hand.  “What’s the
password again?” he asked.


The chief bodyguard shook his head.  “You idiot, remember,
it has to do with the Trials of Caste tomorrow.  Can you remember it now?”


Bait nodded his head innocently.  The knock on his
head he’d taken a while back had left him without all his faculties, but not
without a job.


“Alright, then,” the chief bodyguard said.  “Now,
I need a volunteer to pass the shift schedule to the guards at the front
entrance, and the guards posted around the perimeter.”


Bait’s hand shot up.


The chief bodyguard chewed his lip for a second. 
“Alright, Bait.  You can do it.  But don’t linger!  Be quick about it!”


Not long after, Bait approached his two fellow
Honor Guard warriors at the entrance to the Lord’s House.  The pair just looked
at each other and rolled their eyes.


“Good evening, Bait,” one of them said.  “Look,
I’ll make this simple.  What’s the password?”


Bait stopped and looked at the pair for a second. 
“Um…” he said for a long moment as he got a ‘thinking’ look on his otherwise
uninteresting features.  “Is it Trials of Caste?”


The pair of Honor Guard Warriors just shook their
heads.  “Close, Bait, but not close enough.”


Bait thought for a few more moments more then
looked up in remembrance.  “Is it Arena?” he asked, remembering that the Trials
of Caste took place in the gen’s arena.


“No, Bait,” one of them said, getting a frustrated
look on his face.  “Look, why don’t you just go back and help in the search.”


Bait got a frustrated look on his face.  “Hey,
just because I’m slow doesn’t mean I’m not a warrior, too!” he said.


“Alright, alright,” the other guard said.  “Didn’t
mean to upset you.  But without the password, we can’t let you pass.  Khazak’s
orders.”


“I’m no yearling.  You let me pass!” Bait
insisted.


The two guards looked at each other for a moment. 
“Did he just say what I think he said?” one said.


“I think it was on accident,” said the other.


“I say we let him pass,” the first one said.


The other one nodded.  “Very well.  Bait, you can
pass.”


Looking rather proud of himself, Bait walked past
the two guards.  Now that he knew the password, or at least a pass-phrase, it
would be a simple matter to pass the guards placed between himself and the
caverns of the Wolf Riders Warrior Group.  As he walked away from the guards,
the façade dropped, and Mynar’s features replaced those of the simpleton Bait.
















Chapter 11
– Prophecies of Destiny


With
all the intrigue and the many preparations for the Day of Beginnings and its
main event, the Trials of Caste, few rested well during the last handful of
nights before the largest celebration of the year in the Kale Gen.  For the
yearlings, their fate hung in the balance.  For most of the gen, the
preparations had been lavish; for the trials, the quest, and for the
celebration to follow the trials as well.  Through it all Khazak Mail Fist and
the Honor Guard had done all they could to protect their lord and master from
the worst of it.  Despite their best efforts, however, it was in the most
opulent of quarters that the greatest disquiet had occurred.


For several weeks Lord Karthan, Lord of the Kale
Gen, had not slept well.  A sense of unease and anticipation had grown in his
heart for some time.  At first he’d tried to put it out of his mind.  Then
after a while, when it had grown instead of subsiding, he began to ponder on
it.  He’d had somewhat similar feelings before, especially during times of
upheaval in the gen.


Often over the years feelings of unease had served
to warn him of impending danger.  He was not the most popular of leaders after
all.  He’d been named lord of the gen upon his father’s death, and had
immediately set about reforming the gen.  On multiple occasions turbulent
feelings had been pre-cursors to assassination attempts.  After the first
attempt, he had not only listened well to his heart, but had also established
the Honor Guard Warrior Group to help ensure his own and his family’s safety.


Lord Karthan longed for the days of his forebears,
when the last Lord Kale had held the Kale Stone, their gen’s traditional token
of right to rulership, said to have been given to Kale, their gen’s founder, by
The Sorcerer himself.  Decades, even generations had passed without
insurrection.  But since Lord Karthan’s ancestor, the chamberlain of the last
Lord Kale, had taken over rule of the gen when his lord and the Kale Stone were
lost on a quest leaving no progeny to rule in his stead nor token of right to
rulership, it seems as though their history had been one of insurrection,
disloyalty, and rebellion.  


For weeks now, Lord Karthan’s loyal supporters had
been building the case against Trelkar of the Deep Guard, and trying to build a
case against his leader caste, Khee-lar Shadow Hand, who was none other than
the younger brother of Karthan’s lifemate Kiri, killed six years ago now in the
orc raid.  If Khazak’s information was right, then Trelkar and likely Khee-lar
were using their heritage as most direct descendants of the last Lord Kale’s
closest relative, a nephew, to gather support from the members of Lord
Karthan’s own gen council for what had to be an attempt to overthrow Lord
Karthan’s rule.  


Lord Karthan could sense that whatever was going
to happen would likely happen soon, but he was unsure of how to approach the
problem.  After all, there was obviously a larger organization at work here;
too much was going on for his reach to be limited to a handful of conspirators. 
He was growing bolder, which though Lord Karthan didn’t want to think his lifemate’s
brother Khee-lar Shadow Hand was involved, it likely could only mean one thing.


It was not these feelings that had bothered him
for the last few weeks, however.  Other feelings seemed to have come from deep
within the recesses of his mind, as if some long forgotten memory was
struggling to resurge.  As he had pondered on the pending Trials of Caste, and
the quest that he should assign the yearling group to complete afterwards, the
feeling only gained intensity.  A sense of having forgotten something grew on
him day by day, and an indecisiveness about the quest for the yearling group grew
along with it, until finally he had called for the Lore Master.


“Sire,” the bent and feeble old kobold had said as
he struggled to stay erect, “I would look to the exiles your grandsire sent
into the underdark.”


Lord Karthan had watched uncomfortably as the ancient
kobold, his bronzing scales flaking about as he swayed before his lord, kept himself
from falling only by a stout cane.  A handful of students piled rolls of
writing skins, codices of parchment, and bindings of metal plates on the table
between them.


“Please, won’t you be seated, Lore Master?”


“Eh?  Yes, I’ve eaten.”  The Lore Master
reflexively held a goat’s horn up to his oversized, pointed ears, his own horns
having curved back and forward again in the last decade or so.


“Won’t you be seated,” Lord Karthan had asked
again.


“Probably wouldn’t be able to get back up,” the
Lore Master had waved dismissively.  “Hear me now, young Karthan, look to those
that were exiled; the descendents now of the illegitimate whelp of the last
Lord Kale and those he led into the underdark.  For too long there has been no
word of them, but I do not think they should be forgotten any longer.”


Lord Karthan had pleasantly dismissed the Lore
Master’s concerns.  Seeing that his students stood patiently waiting, having
already emptied the handcart of its load, the old kobold had doddered out of
the room, leaving Lord Karthan alone with the writings he had requested.


Though the Lore Master’s intentions were good,
Lord Karthan’s father had sent parties to scout for these lost exiles and had
found only degenerate souls who had forgotten the gen they’d come from and had
become a dark and filthy people, suitable for driving before the Deep Guard on
their expeditions and not much more.  No, he had decided, that was not what was
troubling his heart.


For weeks Lord Karthan had scoured all of those
writings, as well as every other scrap of records and remnants of ancient books
the Lore Master’s library had to offer, mostly pouring over the writings of
former lords of the gen, the Scrolls of Heritage, and the Chronicles of The
Sorcerer, hoping to find what it was that seemed to be calling to him.  But his
thirst was not quenched, and so Lord Karthan began to despair.


Now, late in the evening, before the council where
this year-group’s quest must be decided, his daughter Kiria had entered the
library where Lord Karthan, known throughout the gen as a kobold of action and
decision, sat surrounded like one of the Lore Master’s pupils by stacks of
books, with no idea of what quest he was going to send these yearlings to accomplish.


“Father,” Kiria started hesitantly as Lord Karthan
looked up from a roll of sheep skin he was perusing.  The look of tired concern
on his face seemed to melt away as he looked into Kiria’s eyes and smiled.


“You look more and more like your mother each
day,” he said.  “How proud she would be to see you all grown up.”


Kiria smiled with the attention, “Oh father, you
flatter me.”  Then, placing a book on the table in front of her father, she
leafed through the yellowing pages until she found what she was looking for; a
picture of a human warrior dressed in metal armor, with a sword and shield in
hand.


“I found this book among some of mother’s old
things and I was wondering if you knew why a human would be wearing the kobold
leader caste symbol?”  She asked, pointing to the human warrior’s shield.


After so many hours of looking through books and
scrolls, Lord Karthan had to pick the book up and bring it closer to focus on
it.  As he did so, he saw that the warrior had a tower with a glowing eye above
it emblazoned on his shield; this was the same symbol that all male leader caste
in his gen had branded on their chests.  In his youth, his father had explained
that it was an ancient symbol that meant leadership and that he had been told
that it served as a reminder to the leaders of the gen that they were to watch
out for the well being of the gen.  Never having seen a picture of a human
wearing that particular symbol in any of the ancient histories of the gen, he
tried to make out the smudged writing that appeared below the picture.


Bertrand, the first Watcher we met.  This human
led us to the Council of Watchers.  These Watchers state that they look after
not only the eight stones of power that were gifted to the other races, but
apparently the Kobold Stone as well, though I don’t see why the lost stone of
our sister gen would be so important.  They were surprised to learn of the Kale
Stone and of its gift to our gen from The Sorcerer himself, he read out
loud.  He pondered on this Council of Watchers for a moment.  “Hmm… How strange
that these watchers should use the ancient symbol of leadership as well.  I’ve
never heard of this Council of Watchers.  Have you?”


Kiria’s short snout wrinkled slightly as she
thought, “I’ve heard the name… perhaps somewhere in the ancient writings.”  She
thought for a moment then her face brightened.  “Yes, I remember now, when The
Sorcerer first gave the stones of power to the other eight races, he
established a Council of Watchers to ensure the stones were not misused, or
maybe to ensure they weren’t lost.  Something like that anyway.” 


Lord Karthan thought for a second, “Well, let’s
take a closer look, shall we?”  He carefully opened the aged book.


Inside the cover, in a bold, flowing script the
author’s name was written.


 


Lord
Kale, Lord of the Kale Gen.  This is the journal of my quest to seek knowledge
of The Sorcerer’s will for our race.


 


“Father, I’ve never read of one of the Kales going
on a quest of this sort.  Which one could it be?”  Kiria asked.


A strange sensation was beginning to grow within
Lord Karthan.  It was as if his heart burned within him.  His interest was
piqued.  He closed the cover and examined the leather wrapping on the outside
of the book.  Seeing nothing of note, he thumbed through the pages.  The book
itself could not have been more than a hundred or so years old, judging from
the condition of it.  Reaching the back of the book, he discovered a loose
piece of parchment, folded up in the back.  Seeing that it was well aged and
that the creases had begun to separate, he carefully unfolded it.  Detailed on
the parchment was a route west to the coast and then north, to an area labeled
as human territories.  In the author’s same flowing script were the names of
what appeared to be settlements of some sort.  Lord Karthan wondered at the
fanciful names as his finger traced the route on the map.  Then, abruptly, as
his finger traced the return route which wound its way back from lands unknown
to him to the northern rim of the valley just to the north of theirs, the line
ended.  No more details, names, or terrain features were given from that point
back to the starting point labeled Kale Gen.


“This may be something of a clue to solving which
of the many Lord Kales wrote this journal,” Lord Karthan spoke softly as he
handed the map to Kiria to study.


Lord Karthan pondered for a while then he
understood.  Noting the age of the book, and seeing the map and where the
return route ended, it was now clear to him which of all the many Lord Kales in
his gen’s history had written this book.  Though he was not the most astute of
historians, Lord Karthan knew very well how the Kale Gen came to be ruled by the
Karthans.  His father had told him the story before he died of how the last
Lord Kale had taken upon himself a quest of exploration, a mapping of the
closer areas which he discovered had eventually led to the establishment of
many of their caravan routes.  Though some of his companions had returned, Lord
Kale himself had died on this quest, ambushed by a party of orcs well over a
century ago now.  His father had explained to him that that was how the Kale
Stone had been lost.  It was a portion of their history that Lord Karthan had
spent much time pondering and searching for further details.


Since that Lord Kale had yet to produce any sons
with legitimate claim to the throne, and since there were no relatives of age
with close enough blood lines to claim the title, Karthan’s ancestor, who was
Lord Kale’s chamberlain, who had been left in charge of the gen in Lord Kale’s
absence, had simply continued in charge of the gen.  


Lord Karthan explained his thinking to Kiria. 
What he did not mention, however, were the quests that had been quietly
launched by the Karthan line to find the lost Kale Stone over the many years
since its loss.  The memory of his own quest for the Kale Stone threatened to
open wounds he had thought long healed.  It was with trepidation that he
continued leafing through the pages.


“But why haven’t we seen this book until now?”
Kiria asked, wonder evident in her voice.  “Such a monumental quest forgotten
in a century?”


Lord Karthan was still pondering on the feeling in
his heart.  He skimmed quickly through much of the book.  It described the long
journey in detail, and how the object of the company’s quest had been found in
a great human city at the farthest point of their journey.  In the journal it
detailed the meetings that Lord Kale’s company had had with representatives
from the Council of Watchers, which were apparently humans that lived in that
city.  Here, Lord Karthan slowed down and began to read more thoroughly,
reading parts of it out loud to share the discovery with Kiria.


In the several meetings Lord Kale had detailed in
his journal, he mentioned that the Watchers had shared many prophecies from The
Sorcerer, the same being who had created the Kobold race, prophecies which had
originally been given to great members of their order and had been handed down
through their order for centuries. 


Lord Karthan pondered on what he had read for a
moment.  Among the writings of the Kale Gen there were many things that
referenced the past, but there was no record anywhere that Lord Karthan was
aware of where any kobold in the last several generations had received any sort
of prophecy from The Sorcerer.  Indeed what little communication they had
received from him beyond his grave, a thousand years old now, mostly dealt with
events that had been in the future many hundreds of years ago when it was
received, but which now seemed clearly to be history.  After The Sorcerer’s
several prophecies through their ancient progenitors, the future had become a
hazy cloud, remaining impenetrable since then to the kobold race by whatever
powers there were.  


Perhaps this is why the importance of The Sorcerer
had much diminished over the centuries among the descendents of Kale, for to
read the writings of the ancients The Sorcerer was more a god to them, yet
today he was more a distant, wise, important person… and certainly the creator
of their race.  Indeed, after so many centuries had passed from the great
events of the past, knowledge of the time of The Sorcerer had not been
consistently taught to the common castes over the generations, a thing that
Lord Karthan had sought to change.  Despite his efforts, however, any depth of
knowledge about The Sorcerer was usually only had among the learned of the
gen.  Though the common folk did generally believe that he had once existed,
and had all heard the most common of stories that were passed down through the
generations, they thought of him more as a distant memory; more than a nursery
rhyme yet somehow less than ominously important.  


Though Lord Karthan believed in all their
accumulated lore, he had not done the best job ensuring their lore was taught
to the common castes.  The loss of the Kale Stone, and the loss of the powers of
the Lord Kales who had held it over the centuries, had only served to further
dampen the faith of the common castes in the greater powers that were.


Finally, after reading much of the circumstances
of these meetings with the Watchers, Lord Karthan came to the prophecies Lord
Kale’s group had recorded.  They were three, and from the moment he first laid
eyes on them, Lord Karthan had begun to sense a feeling of great power slowly
welling up within him.  He could not take his eyes off the words.  They burned
deep into his consciousness, and he knew he’d found what he was searching for.


Kiria watched her father read silently with great
interest.  For the past several weeks she had seen him cloister himself in their
library, hardly eating and rarely sleeping, searching desperately through tome
after tome, yet never being able to verbalize what it was he was searching
for.  As she watched her father absorbing the writings of the prophecies, it
was as if her father’s spirit was slowly being relieved of some great burden.


As Lord Karthan read the prophecies, many strange
names and events paraded through his consciousness.  A story of the Tilward
Tree which lay in a massive canyon known as the Abyss in the depths of the
Great Forest talked of how this tree had kept back an invasion of demons from
another world.  The story of a powerful dwarven archon Mortimer and his
followers among the dwarven clans spoke of the role of the various races in a
war that, he imagined, was yet to come.  Finally, the Canticle of Morgra, who
called himself the Keeper of the Covenant, spoke of the kobold race’s role in
what he called the end times.  There seemed to be a key piece of information
missing, however, something he would have to understand before the mysteries of
this Canticle of Morgra would be unlocked to him.  In each of these stories
were given prophecies that these great beings from history had passed on to
future generations.


Finally realizing that Kiria was still there, Lord
Karthan took a deep breath.  “Listen to this, Kiria,” he said.  “This story is
called the Story of the Tilward Tree.  See if you understand it.”


 


Hear
now the Story of the Tilward Tree,


And
of a life freely given that all may live free.


 


In a
time long before the world knew the first man,


The
elves built great gates to escape an oppressor’s hand.


Demons
and aberrations from the Fallen Prince’s brood


Harried
their efforts and sought to bring their doom.


But
the elves escaped through the eight great portals


And sealed
their escape with a power they thought eternal.


 


In
the dragon wars the gates were left unguarded


And
the pilgrim races used these gates now unwarded.


Seeing
doom following in the pilgrim races’ wake,


The
elf lords moved quickly to reseal the gates.


From
the highest Mountain to the lowest Abyss,


The
lords of the elven nations achieved their wish.


 


The
Sorcerer came and sealed the power of the doors


By
the strength of his Covenant with Dharma Kor.


The
eight stones he gave were meant to be wards


And
the Key was given to kobold hands to guard.


But
the Key was lost by the lord of a kobold gen


And
together with the Orc Stone a gate opened again.


 


Tilward,
paladin of the Council and man of war


Honored
the ancient covenants of Dharma Kor


And
gathered the races to meet the onrushing storm,


To
engage and destroy the approaching demon hordes.


The
Champions of Dharma Kor in that time of fate


Defeated
their vanguard and gained the Orc Gate.


 


Arriving
victorious, having taken the gate,


Tilward
knew that his victory had sealed his fate.


Magic
he fused with a handful of dirt and seed


And
created a receptacle of strength; a magical tree.


Knowing
what had to be done to fuse the rift


Tilward
gave his heroic life as his final gift.


 


Now
know this, who reads this story of sacrifice,


The
day approaches when Tilward’s strength will not suffice.


For
there will be one who seeks the Dark Prince to serve


And
he shall gain power to open a portal to his hordes.


In
his final words to the Champions, Tilward gave the key


To
the Dark Prince’s arrival as he spoke this prophecy:


 


“When
the day again arrives that the stones awaken,


The
races must unite the stones before they are taken.


Then
the Keeper of the ancient Covenant they should seek,


And
The Sorcerer’s powerful covenant they should keep.


Then
stand united against the great foe, on top of the tower


And
fight for Dharma Kor using The Sorcerer’s power.”


 


Lord Karthan finished the prophecy and looked up
at Kiria.  “There is power in those words,” he whispered.  Both of them could
feel the pull of some power greater than themselves.  It was as if something
was confirming the truth of these words in their hearts.  “So what do you make
of it, my daughter?”


Kiria spoke, “It seems that this Tilward, in a
final act of selflessness, gave his life to create a magical tree, imbued with
all the power given him by Dharma Kor itself, or perhaps The Sorcerer, and
thereby sealed a gate to another world.”  She paused and thought for a moment
before continuing.  “It seems that this act stopped an invasion of powerful
beings the writer calls demons from the other side of the gate, and thereby
saved the races of Dharma Kor from the destructive powers these invaders had.”


Lord Karthan was nodding, “It seems his final
prophecy states that the stones of power that The Sorcerer originally used to
seal the eight gates will awaken and will have to be found before this Dark
Prince arrives.  Hmm… I wonder if this Fallen Prince and this Dark Prince are
the same.”


Kiria looked confused, “But what is this key that
was lost by a kobold lord, father?  Could it be the Kale Stone that was lost by
the last Lord Kale?”  


“I do not know.  I would think, since the Watchers
knew of the Kobold Stone, that perhaps that is it,” he said, referring to the
stone of power of the Kobold Gen, the gen of the oldest son of the first
kobold, which had been mostly destroyed centuries before.  


Lord Karthan paused then flipped through the pages
to where the second prophecy was found.  “Perhaps it says elsewhere in here,”
he said as the page turned to Mortimer’s prophecy.  “This next prophecy seems
to state that the power of The Sorcerer would begin to awaken when the stones
begin to call the races to defend Dharma Kor.”


Lord Karthan looked down at the text of the few
short paragraphs that comprised Mortimer’s prophecy.  “It speaks of a war
‘greater than that which had divided the races’ and of a time when ‘the
Watchers would be called on to rally the races against a common foe’.”  Lord
Karthan paused for a moment and read the last couple of paragraphs.  “He spoke
of each of the eight original races; the elves, humans, dwarves, and gnomes as
well as the hobgoblins, orcs, goblins, and minotaurs, stating the strengths and
weaknesses of each, and how the Watchers would fight an invading horde.”


“Is there any indication of when this great war is
supposed to happen?” Kiria asked.  “Do you think it will be in our time?”


Lord Karthan felt strength like he’d never felt
before.  Kiria’s question burned like a true statement in his heart.  “My dear
daughter, I do not know.”  Denying the confirmation in his heart, he changed
the subject.  “There is much mention of kobolds in this last prophecy,” he said
as he began to flip the pages.  As he did so, a small, folded up piece of
parchment fell out of the center of the book, falling open on the ground as it
landed.  Kiria bent to pick it up.  Carefully holding the worn, listless
parchment, she began to read it aloud.


 


The first prophecy of Two-Toes, Oracle of the Kobold Gen,
concerning the gathering of the stones given to the five sons of Kobold, the
First Sire.


 


Kiria looked at her father quizzically.  “Father,
are these the same five stones that were given to the heads of the five great
gens?”


Within Lord Karthan a myriad of emotions played. 
It was as if he knew he stood at the brink of a great discovery, one that would
rend the veil between him and whatever greater powers there were in the
universe.  “Read on,” he whispered.


 


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


 


Scrawled beneath the prophecy in spidery
hand-writing was an apparent addition:


 


The Key
to Palacid is to be found in a dwarf tomb.


 


Kiria reread the prophecy to herself and pondered
on it.  “Father, isn’t there still a remnant of the Kobold Gen among the lesser
gens in the northern valley?”


Lord Karthan nodded slowly, still seemingly lost
in thought.  “Aye, in fact those lesser gens used to be a part of the Kobold
Gen, before some war or another shattered them many generations now in the
past.  Assuming this note was put in the book over a hundred years ago now, one
would have to think that this Two-Toes must be either dead or very, very
ancient.”


Kiria looked at her father, the words of Two-Toes’
prophecy enlightening her mind.  “Father, do you think it is perhaps the call
of the Kale Stone that has made you so preoccupied lately?”


The question pierced Lord Karthan to the core.  He
began struggling with memories of events that he had never shared with his
daughter.  Despite the struggle within his mind, the words of his daughter
thundered in his heart.  He had no doubt any longer that it was time to seek again
for the Kale Stone.  His heart was full as he answered her.  “My daughter, I
believe it is,” he said.


“Then perhaps, father,” Kiria started, “since you
are not in the direct bloodline of the last Lord Kale, perhaps you are this
stranger Two-Toes mentions who is supposed to gather the stones… maybe starting
with the Kale Stone.”


These words caused mixed emotions in Lord
Karthan’s heart.  He could sense that they were true… in part.  “I do not know,
my daughter,” he answered.  “I certainly don’t think of myself as a stranger
among this gen, or our neighbors the Krall Gen here in the southern valley.  I
can sense that I have some part in all this, but I am not certain what this
prophecy means.”


“Here, there is much mention of kobolds in this
last prophecy,” he said as he began to flip the pages to the writings of one
who called himself Morgra, Keeper of the Covenant.  In his heart he could feel
that Two-Toes’ prophecy had given him the keys to this Canticle, and that its
mysteries would be held from him no longer.


As Kiria looked on, Lord Karthan silently read the
Canticle of Morgra, the pull of destiny growing in his heart.  Looking over the
words, his mental faculties were increased and intensified.  In a moment, it
was as if his understanding had taken on a new dimension, as if words were
objects and references were the events themselves playing out in his
consciousness.  Words of the Canticle spawned visions in his mind, the ebb and
flow of destiny unwinding in the dealings of the races was revealed to him, and
the unseen urgency of this period of time in the world of Dharma Kor’s long
life span was laid bare before his eyes.


There in front of him, interlaced into the Canticle,
was the destiny of his race.  There in the words of the Canticle the purpose of
his race’s creation was laid bare, and the part that The Creator wanted them to
play in the affairs of this world was made clear.  


Then, as suddenly as this great understanding was
given, it was taken back from him.  It was as if great doors with bars and
locks had closed in his mind.  He was left with only a deep sense of purpose. 
With tears in his eyes, Lord Karthan closed the old journal and sat back in his
chair, breathing a sigh of relief.  Though the knowledge had been taken back,
still the shadow of the power he had felt remained.


As the intensity of the experience began to ebb,
he was suddenly aware that his daughter was speaking to him as she stood there
re-reading the parchment containing Two-Toes’ prophecy.


“Well, if I read Two-Toes’ prophecy right, even
though the map shows that the stone was lost somewhere in the northern valley,
perhaps it, and indeed all five stones, may very well be at Palacid.  And I can
only think of one dwarf tomb where this key to Palacid is, I guess, and that
would have to be in the Hall of the Mountain King up in the northern valley. 
Perhaps that is the quest you’ve been seeking for the yearling group,” Kiria
offered.


Lord Karthan looked at Kiria intensely.  “What?”


“We should send the yearling group to find the
Kale Stone?” she said hesitantly.  Lord Karthan could feel the lingering
confirmation that the idea she offered was not only the course of action he
should choose for the yearlings’ quest, but would begin them all on the path to
fulfilling these prophecies, and their destinies as well.


“Yes!” Lord Karthan stood up.  “The yearling group
shall recover the Kale Stone!”  He knew what must be done, and when he met with
the gen’s council, he knew he would make the decision that would put his gen on
the path toward fulfilling their destiny.


As he stood over his desk, pondering on the now
dead words of the Canticle in his mind, trying to perceive the suddenly hidden
meaning within the ashes of the echoes within his heart, Lord Karthan became
aware of voices downstairs in the entryway to his house.  It was his chief
elite warrior talking with one of the guards, bringing news that the council
was gathered for the deciding of this year’s quest.  


Unaware of the great event which had just occurred
in the chambers of her father’s soul, Kiria stood and walked to the door of the
library to answer the summons for her father.


 
















Chapter 12
– The Council of Lord Karthan


“Seven is a good
number for such a task,” reasoned Kormach Manebrow, Master Trainer of the Kale
Gen, before the gen’s council.  “Is this not how it always has been done?”  He
raised his thick, dark reddish-brown eyebrows as he asked the question.  At his
trials of caste many years ago now, he had been given the honor name Manebrow
because of this unique feature which no other kobold had, except now for his three
sons.  Though most honor names denoted a deed performed, the leader caste who’d
given him his honor name had always called him by it, long before he labeled it
an honor.


“Aye, but this is no raid on an orc tribe to
capture a blacksmith!  This is the Kale Stone itself we discuss!”  Khee-lar
Shadow Hand stated emphatically, shaking his arm in a gesture of frustration,
“A quest through unknown peril that could lead them to the very heart of this
race’s beginning!  How could it possibly fulfill the purposes of The Sorcerer
to have the yearlings undertake something so risky?  Did He not advise us in
the Scrolls of Heritage to Measure prudently the task, and growth will be
thy reward?”   He paused dramatically before turning from the other leader
caste seated around the semi-circular table that lined half of the council
chamber to face Lord Karthan again, who sat wearing a simple bronze crown on a
high stone chair in between the two halves of the table. 


“Aye!” Raoros Fang added his voice to Khee-lar’s,
“And, He who wastes the strength of His children shall not be counted a
worthy servant!  This task is beyond them.  It is too much to ask a
yearling group to search the darkest nooks in what must surely be the ruins of
some ancient citadel for a stone that’s been lost for generations now.  And how
shall they travel to Palacid if that is where the stone is to be found?  Are
there not minotaur and orc tribes between here and there, not to mention
degenerate, thieving lesser gens?  Would you have them travel through the
underdark, then, to find safe passage?  As if orcs and minotaurs were not
enough, there are surely darker and more sinister things in the lower deeps!”  


The leader of the Patrol Guard Warrior Group spoke
up, though not as passionately perhaps as Khee-lar and Raoros had.  “Here,
here!  This is a pointless task anyway.  The stone has been lost for too long. 
It is probably gone forever down some deep crevice or another, or sealed up in
some mended seam of earth.”  


Lord Karthan leaned forward on his throne.  Deliberately
ignoring the Patrol Guard leader’s comments, he looked at Khee-lar and Raoros. 
“Yes, Raoros, those are His words as recorded in the Scrolls of Heritage. 
However, is it not written in the third scroll, the Scroll of Our Charge, that
we should Look to what is thine, to secure it.  Yea, protect thy families,
free the captive, maintain the lands of your inheritance, and keep the ancient
powers I gifted to you in the time that I formed you.  Surely there can be
no other interpretation than what I propose.”


“Assumedly,” Khee-lar downplayed Lord Karthan’s
comments, “but was it not your own grandfather’s teaching, the same kobold who
took the throne from my ancestors when Lord Kale disappeared, that the stone
will find us in its own due time.”  He paused to look around the room.  “Well,
if it has such power as this, then why do we waste our effort looking for it?” 
There were laughs, albeit strained, from various members of the council.  


Lord Karthan was taken aback.  Khazak Mail Fist
had been telling him that Khee-lar had to be part of the growing conspiracy,
but he’d not wanted to believe that the brother of his lifemate could possibly
be plotting against him.  He’d turned a blind eye to his involvement for too
long, but now he was beginning to realize that nothing else could explain
Khee-lar’s brazen attitude.


Khee-lar’s gaze turned icy cold as he fixed it on
Lord Karthan, “Like joining yourself to my older sister—her memory be revered—this
is nothing more than another attempt by you,” he said pointing an accusing
finger at Lord Karthan, “to solidify your hold on the throne and to keep it
from the remnant of the true Kale blood line!”


All compassion for his lifemate’s brother left
Lord Karthan’s heart.  “Are you challenging my authority?!” he said through
clenched teeth.  


The room went deathly silent.  Though some of them
were complicit with Khee-lar Shadow Hand and his Covenant, Khee-lar’s openly
brazen actions had caught them unaware.  Was he going to strike right now?  It
was a gut-check for everyone in the room, both supporters and enemies of Lord
Karthan alike.  Were they really ready for the insurrection to start right now?


The memory was not too distant for all in the room
to remember the faces of the last potential usurpers to the throne as they were
led bound to the executioner’s block.  Next to Lord Karthan, Khazak Mail Fist’s
mail clad hand was already on the hilt of his sword.  Standing in the center of
the council, Manebrow was anxiously aware of the fact that he was unarmed.


Khazak Mail Fist nodded at Lord Karthan’s chief
elite warrior who stood at the doorway.  Within a few short but tense moments a
contingent of well-armed Honor Guard warriors could be heard reinforcing the
guard on the council chamber doors.  The motive of the act was certainly not
lost on anyone in the council chambers.


Khee-lar began to visibly back down, assuming a
more submissive demeanor than his fiery rhetoric had previously led him to.  He
licked his lips, looked around at the other leader caste, then paused before
turning to face Lord Karthan again.  “Nay.  The throne is certainly yours,”
Khee-lar said.  There was little relief among the group.  “Of course, if the
stone is found, and your blood is not pure enough to wield it…”  Khee-lar’s
voice trailed off.  The acidic comment had only served to increase the tension
in the room yet again.


 “If the stone is findable, and Palacid is not
just an ancient ruin, as my lord seems to believe, then would this task not be
more suited to the greatest of us all” Raoros said, clearly alluding to Lord
Karthan on his throne, “not to a group of yearlings!”


Voices of the council members filled the chamber,
most echoing Raoros’ sentiment.  Among all the voices, however, two kobolds
were noticeably silent, Manebrow and Lord Karthan.  Though the Lord of the Gen
knew that, by law, he did not need the consensus of the council to declare the
quest for this year’s yearling group, he had caused much division among the
council in times past and had wanted to heal that division.  


What he had not seen before, however, was that the
division in the council was becoming much deeper and more deadly.  He wondered
if Khee-lar’s influence among the rest of the council might have grown too
strong already.  Looking from the warrior group leaders on his left, both
present and retired, to the functional leaders on his right, such as the Keeper
of the Treasury, the Herb Master, the Lore Master and such, he saw a lot less
support than he had expected.  Tonight he would use words and others’ logic to
attempt to sway the council to accept his guidance, but in his heart he
believed that it would not be long before broadswords would be needed.


Finally, Lord Karthan spoke, “If I may ask…” he
started.


Standing next to the throne, his large, very
muscular chamberlain bristled at the disorder.  “Silence!” Khazak Mail Fist’s
booming voice echoed through the hall as he pounded the stone once with his
staff of office.  As chamberlain and leader of the Honor Guard, Khazak’s charge
in this setting was clear; to keep order, by the sword if necessary.  “Lord
Karthan would speak!”


All the council ceased their discussion presently. 
There was almost an air of defiance from several of the council members in the
council chamber, and even Khazak’s intimidating manner brought less compliance
than normal.  It seemed as though Khee-lar’s open dissent had emboldened those
who had disagreements with the lord of the gen.  


“If I may ask, Manebrow…” Lord Karthan paused for
a moment to gather his thoughts.  He wondered if, perhaps with a bit of a push,
Manebrow might not provide the arguments needed to persuade the more loyal
members of the council to accept the idea of sending this year-group off to
find Palacid and the Kale Stone.


“Lord Karthan, how may I serve?”  Manebrow stated,
his furred brow raising as he looked from side to side.  He was rocking
slightly as he stood with his hands clutched tightly behind his back.


“Manebrow,” Lord Karthan started, “you know this year-group
is very small, being conceived in a year of drought and famine.  Tell me, what
leads you to suggest that such a small group of yearlings could do this thing?”


Manebrow breathed in, turned his head slightly to
one side then looked Lord Karthan squarely in the eyes.  “As for their number,
a smaller number would have an easier time not attracting the notice of the
larger things in this world.  After all, we’re not attempting to take Palacid
by force, but rather find a stone within it.”  There seemed to be general
agreement on this point, or at least a lack of disagreement.  Perhaps the group
was, in fact, coming back from the brink of open insurrection.  Manebrow
continued.  “However, the matter of why these particular yearlings I have
nothing more than my judgment.  I can explain if you wish.”


Lord Karthan nodded his assent.  “Say on, master
trainer.”


“My lord,” Manebrow continued, “I have trained many
cycles of yearlings now, and have watched each of them as they grow from a
scattered group of individuals to a team.  Sometimes there are a few that form
their own team but leave the rest of the group out, and the year-group as a
whole never comes together.  Now it is true that many fail the individual
tests, but sometimes the strong leave the weaker ones to fail in the group
exercises.  And finally, some groups never learn to push each other, to achieve
more together.”


Raoros Fang stood up, “I fail to see what that has
to do with the matter at hand, Master Manebrow.  Get on with it, will you!”


“I have not seen a yearling group of such
quality,” Manebrow continued undaunted.  “Though they compete for the one
position of elite warrior that the council has allocated for this group, there
is little contention among them.  For the most part they lead and follow with
equal intensity.  Rarely do they take criticism with their hearts; usually they
take it with a mind open to betterment.  There is a sense about them of being
destined for a great work.  It shows in their daily efforts.  It shows in their
attitude.”  Manebrow looked from leader to leader around the table as he talked. 
It was an accurate enough description of the group, though shined up a bit
perhaps for the leader caste of the gen.


“This group has a mix of talent that no other
group I’ve trained has possessed.”  Manebrow held up his hand and began to
count them off on his fingers one at a time.  “Trallik is an exceptional
scout.  Durik and Keryak are trainers of wolves and pack dogs and are mastering
their style with the fighting spear.  Gorgon is stronger than almost any other
kobold in the gen and is formidable with the hammer.  Arbelk can climb better
than most any in the Deep Guard and climbed the cliff known as Sheerface by
hand.”  With the reminder of what had happened upon the yearlings’ return, the
group of leaders began to murmur and talk among themselves again.  “He is very
skilled in the sword, and is only exceeded in skill by Troka.  Jerrig can hit
the center spot at a distance of forty paces with his javelins.”  Manebrow
paused, his voice was loud with the passionate care he felt for his young
trainees.  “Each one is smart, and more focused than most yearlings I’ve
trained.  They are a team already.  Together, they will be able to achieve
great things.  They are ready for this task,” Manebrow finished, wondering if
he’d spoken too highly of the yearlings.  But no, they were his yearlings, and
he decided that he would take nothing back from the words he had spoken.


“Well you speak, Master Trainer,” spoke Lord
Karthan, “and passionately enough as well.”  There was murmuring among some of the
assembled leaders.  


This was playing out better than Lord Karthan had
thought it would.  He had initially thought that he might have to champion the
yearlings, but in Manebrow he had found enough championing… and a means to
distract the council members from the outright dissention Khee-lar had
manifested.  Lord Karthan now decided to push for what he had decided just
before this council.  


“But for all their virtues, they are still a group
of yearlings that has not the benefit of wisdom and temperance that more years
may bring.”  Again, a murmur of agreement, this time from more council members. 
“I think, therefore, that you should go with them.”


There was immediate silence.  All in the assembly
looked at Lord Karthan in stunned silence, not the least of which was Manebrow. 
He was so stunned that he did not realize that Lord Karthan was still speaking
to him.


“You shall provide the experience and temperance
they lack.”  Lord Karthan finished.


After a moment, Manebrow realized that Lord
Karthan was still addressing him, and began to stammer, “Ye… yes, my lord” he
managed to force out.


Khee-lar Shadow Hand stood.  “Lord Karthan, may I
remind you of the Scrolls of Heritage?  Every year-group is given a task to
perform… by themselves.”


“I understand well the Scrolls.  However, I think
the quest for which our Master Trainer has championed this year-group is vital
to the interests of this gen.  As such, I place accomplishment of this mission
over a rule that has been our tradition, but is not law.”  Strong debate
erupted throughout the hall, which for some served to distract and distance them
further from the seditious talk of several moments before.  For others it
brought them closer to Khee-lar’s tone of open rebellion.  Some shouted in
favor of Lord Karthan’s decision, some held the line against it.  After a
minute or more of debate between the many leaders at the tables, Lord Karthan
held up his hand.  He had hoped to handle this better, perhaps to unite the
council rather than polarize it further.  Now he knew what must be done, and he
resigned himself to doing it.


“I know the counsel that some of you would give. 
I know that many of you, rather than break tradition, would break the yearlings
against tradition,” he started.  “I say that it shall not be so.  The yearlings
will take this quest, and they will command more than is traditionally theirs
to command.  With them I will send Manebrow, who shall be a leader of five seasoned
warriors to be chosen from the warrior groups.”  There were many shouts of
dissent and disbelief among the assembled leaders.


“And when shall they lead themselves if Manebrow
leads them?!” shouted one.


“And what warriors will you take?!” shouted
another.


“Adding in warriors, not just yearlings, in such
numbers now means an Adventurer Class must be chosen from the leader caste!  Would
you send a warrior group leader to lead them as well?”


“Nay, I will make a leader caste for this purpose,”
Lord Karthan shook his head in the midst of the confusion.


“This cannot be!  We have no vacancies in the
counsel!”  


“You lead this gen further and further away from
doing the will of The Sorcerer, Karthan!”  This last voice was Khee-lar Shadow
Hand’s.  “Too long has your line been on the throne.”  


Only the family loyalty Lord Karthan had clung to,
a legacy of the love he had for his long departed lifemate, kept Lord Karthan
from acting decisively against Khee-lar, her brother.  Khazak Mail Fist knew
this, but he could still clearly see the open insurrection in Khee-lar’s eyes
and would have nothing of it.  “Lord Karthan, is this not proof enough?” he
said, pointing a hand at Khee-lar.  “Tonight that imposter Mynar the Sorcerer from
the Krall Gen has tried to poison you and all your household.  Also tonight
Khee-lar’s chief elite warrior Trelkar sends an assassin to kill you in your
sleep.”  Khazak spoke plainly for all to understand.  “Where there are two
conspirators, surely there are three.  Are Khee-lar’s words not proof enough
that he is truly part of this conspiracy?”


An audible gasp was shared by all.  No one other
than Khazak and Lord Karthan had heard that the poison attempt had actually
happened nor about Trelkar’s would-be assassin.  From the door of the council
chamber the leader of the contingent of Honor Guard warriors appeared with
drawn sword in hand, the remainder of his warriors appearing several paces
behind him.  Suddenly, there were several council members, functional leaders
mostly, whose faces went pale as their consciences convicted them, the thought
that they might be next silencing them immediately.


Lord Karthan shook his head and stood up.  “Please,
please.”  He held a hand up to calm the reaction of the group as he waved off
the Honor Guard warriors.  “Yes, there was an attempt on my life tonight; two
in fact!  But one of the would-be assassins will be caught shortly and the
other is in our prison even now.”  The more loyal members of the council seemed
relieved, while those who were part of the covenant began to worry that they
might somehow be implicated; the shine of steel in the torchlight reminding them
too clearly of their vulnerability.


“There has been fiery rhetoric tonight, that is
certain,” Lord Karthan continued, “but I do not think that fiery rhetoric will
be calmed with more fiery rhetoric,” he said, putting his hand on Khazak Mail
Fist’s shoulder as the brawny warrior stood fiercely staring at any who could
not meet his gaze with clear conscience.  Then, looking straight at Khee-lar
Shadow Hand, Lord Karthan held out his hand.  “Can we not have peace?  Are we
not all brothers and members of this great family of Kale?  Can we not treat
each other as brothers, rather than fighting and quarrelling among ourselves?”


The hate in Khee-lar’s heart smoldered, but did
not show like the fear in the eyes of many of the other council members; he was
too adept for that.  He’d known that Krobo had been found out, but he was
surprised to learn that Mynar the Sorcerer had actually attempted to
assassinate Lord Karthan as well.  How careless of him!  If he were to be
caught, they would surely torture the rest of the names of the Covenant out of
him!  The thought of Mynar’s carelessness compromising what he had spent so
much time and treasure building infuriated him, as did the fear he saw in the
eyes of the few functional leaders on the other side of the tables that were
part of his covenant, yet who now looked anything but ready to overthrow
Karthan.


Lord Karthan took Khee-lar’s pensive demeanor as
concurrence and was falsely placated.  “Khee-lar, I am sorry for the loss of
Trelkar your second, but I am sure you will be able to find a more moderate
elite warrior to serve as chief for the Deep Guard elite warriors.  Now, where
were we, Khazak?” he asked as he sat down again.


Khazak was under no such delusions, and his eyes
didn’t leave Khee-lar until his lord called him by name.  “Lord, it was in
reference to the need for an adventurer class in the yearling group.  There are
thirteen in the yearling group with the inclusion of Manebrow and five others
from the warrior caste.  Including seasoned warriors, not just yearlings, means
that a leader caste must lead them, yet there is no vacancy in the gen’s
council, as the number is now twenty-four as dictated by The Sorcerer himself
in the Scrolls of Heritage.  Help us understand your reasoning.”


“I would remind all that in the Chronicles of the
Sorcerer,” Lord Karthan began, “there is mention made of one Gilborn, a lord
among the elves.  As the Chronicles state, he was a mighty warrior, and a loyal
servant of The Sorcerer.  He was not a member of the council, but he was given
charge during a dire time of famine to find what had staunched the flow of a
mighty river.  Upon his victorious return, he maintained the calling, but did
not join the council until the Lord Sheb-Rand withdrew.”


“If you’re not going to choose a current leader
caste for this, then who, Lord, would you choose for such a task?” Khee-lar
Shadow Hand asked in an exasperated tone, “the Trainer?”  Manebrow’s head was
already swimming.  This was almost too much for him.


“No, Khee-lar.  To him that takes the cup tomorrow
I will give the title of Adventurer Class and give him the Leader Caste
Marking.”  There was much loud murmuring among the members of the council. 
“And to him whom he defeats in the trials I will give an Elite Warrior Marking,
that he may lead the remaining yearlings.”


There were shouts of disbelief and dismay.


“Many years do most work for such an honor.  Yet
you give it away so freely!”  “An adventurer class chosen from the ranks of a
yearling group?  There is no precedence!”  “You have too much faith in this
group of yearlings, my lord!”  All these objections and more came from the
assembled council members.  As the shouts began to die down, Lord Karthan
raised his hand for silence.


“There is a method to this seeming madness, my
council members,” stated Lord Karthan.  “This quest is really two-fold.  For, if
the interpretations of the writings collected by the last Lord Kale are correct
and the stone is at Palacid, in order to enter that great stronghold and
thereby retrieve the Kale Stone, one must have the key to the entrance.”  He
paused, surveying the council members.  “From what I’ve read, as well as from
what was passed down to me from our fathers, the key that opens the mighty door
to the lower levels of Palacid must have been lost in the Hall of the Mountain
King in the valley to the north of here, perhaps when the dread wyrms came from
the Great Divide.  Therefore, in order to gain entrance to Palacid, they must
first find the key.”


“Assuming that the Kale Stone is at Palacid as you
have said, and assuming Palacid is not in ruins, and that the ancient powers
still keep and preserve it, then this truly is a mighty task you place upon
such inexperienced shoulders, my lord,” spoke Khazak Mail Fist, expressing a
rare doubt in his leader’s choices.  “Would it not be right to choose a more
experienced leader to take this quest?”


“No, I think not.  Though I doubt not the
sincerity and devotion of any of you, yet I think it wiser in this choice to
choose one from among those that have the most to prove, and the most to gain
by completing this quest.  In this choice, I trust to heart rather than to
experience, and to desire rather than competence.”  Lord Karthan paused. 
“Tomorrow we shall see whose quest this is.  May he hold to it with all his might.”
















Chapter 13
– After the Council


“Trelkar seems to
have eluded us,” Lord Karthan’s chief elite warrior reported as Lord Karthan
and Khazak Mail Fist retreated from a subdued council chamber.  “He and some of
his warriors disappeared through some chute to the surface, or maybe through
the underdark.  We have conflicting reports.”


“Walk with me, Chief,” Lord Karthan said.  Once
they were clearly out of earshot of the council chamber, he continued.  “Then I’m
not worried about Trelkar.  If he wants to exile himself, he poses no further
threat to us,” Lord Karthan said, yet even as he said it somehow it just didn’t
feel true.  He brushed aside his feelings and continued.  “Now, what of the
rest?  What of the infiltrator… what of Mynar?”


“Sire, we’ve not found him yet, and I don’t think
we will anytime soon either.”


Lord Karthan stopped and looked at him.  The
grizzled veteran warrior’s features told what had happened without another word
being said.  “How did he escape us?” Lord Karthan asked.


“Sire, we have a report that Bait left your house
about the time the council started.  However, not long ago we found him out
cold in a side closet with quite a lump on his head.  He was hit from behind,
and doesn’t know who did it.”


Lord Karthan shook his head.  “So it had to be
Mynar the Sorcerer, then?  I would love to get my hands on that murderer.”  The
leadership of the gen was very aware that Mynar the Sorcerer had been involved
in the Bloodhand Orc raid six years ago now; the raid that had killed Lord
Karthan’s lifemate.  Lord Karthan was surprised by the pain that began to
resurge within his heart.  “Are the door guards sure that the kobold who left looked
just like Bait?” Lord Karthan probed.


Standing behind Lord Karthan, Khazak Mail Fist was
not receiving the news well.  It was his warrior group that provided the guards
for the Lord’s House, and therefore it was his fault that Mynar had escaped.


“Chief,” Khazak said, his face a mask of
frustration, “how did he know the password?  Please tell me the guards didn’t
just let the imposter out without challenging him!”


“No, sire.  They both report that they did their
duty.  He said ‘yearling’ in a sentence, just as if he knew the password.  He
must have heard someone else saying it before he got to the front gate and guessed
what was happening.”


“Where do we think the imposter went, Chief?” Lord
Karthan asked.


“We don’t know, sire, but there has been a good
amount of traffic in and out of the main entrance.  Though I wouldn’t count on
it, he could have easily left the gen.”


Lord Karthan shook his head.  After a moment of
silence he looked Khazak in the eyes.  “Make sure that the house is searched
top to bottom, and especially check the supplies.  I know Chief stopped him as
he was going into the cold storage, but what’s to say he hadn’t already
poisoned some spice jar in the kitchens or stirred it into a cask in the ready
supplies?”


Khazak nodded.  “Yes, sire.  We will question the
guards thoroughly where there were guards posted, and wherever there might have
been any type of compromise or wherever there weren’t any guards, we’ll either
throw out the supplies or test them.”


“Who gets that duty?” Lord Karthan asked in
surprise, glad for the distraction from his own thoughts.


“No, lord,” Khazak replied.  “We’ll test them on a
dog.  Our warriors won’t be sampling anything… at least not until a dog has
tried it first.”


The two leaders laughed over Lord Karthan’s
misunderstanding as they walked back toward the Lord’s House.  Behind them,
however, Chief wasn’t laughing.  He’d spent too much time training pack dogs to
dismiss the risk to them so lightly.


 





 


The dour-faced brute known as Troll looked at the
charismatic young sub-chief to the Patrol Guard’s chief elite warrior.  Kort
had risen quickly through the ranks, too quickly for Troll’s taste.  He’d heard
his words, high and haughty as they were, but still Troll doubted Kort had the
tenacity to follow through with his promises.


For Kort’s part, he read the dull look on Troll’s
face as clear evidence that there wasn’t much going on behind those eyes.  He
wondered if he could trust Troll’s report that he had twenty warriors ready to
strike.  Certainly he had the handful of elite warriors who were already part
of the Covenant, but how did he convince so many others so quickly to join
their cause?


Trelkar could see the doubt on both of their faces
and would have nothing of it.  Looking from one to the other, he shook his
head.


“Listen up, both of you,” he said sternly.  “I
don’t have time for this petty bickering.  Tonight I leave with a handful of
others to ambush Lord Karthan’s ‘package.’  That means the two of you are going
to have to do this together, and I won’t be here to make sure it happens.  Now,
do you think the two of you can work together and pull this off?”


For his part, Kort resented Trelkar’s
condescending tone, but he knew better than to show frustration to the kobold
who ran the operations of the Covenant.  Death had been the outcome in the past
for any who did not follow Trelkar’s commands… long, slow, painful death.  Kort
nodded and looked down submissively.


Troll, on the other hand, had only recently been
brought into the Covenant and didn’t know the leverage Trelkar could bring to
bear.  “I don’t trust him,” Troll muttered, then turned on Trelkar.  “And why
are you wanting to strike now all of a sudden?  I thought you and Khee-lar
wanted to wait?”


Trelkar’s eyes had a fire in them and his voice
had a steel edge as he swiftly drew his blade and thrust it under Troll’s chin
in one fluid motion, just barely breaking the skin beneath tender scales.  From
around the corner of the passageway a pair of Trelkar’s companions appeared,
swords already drawn.  Grabbing Troll by the crossed shoulder belts, Trelkar
slammed the brute against the wall, all the while his blade was dangerously
close to slitting Troll’s throat.


“Because I said so.”  Trelkar punctuated each
syllable with his sword point.  “Now listen to me.  You will work with
Kort.  You will do as I say, or, if Karthan is still on the throne when
I return, Khazak Mail Fist will conveniently find out where you hid the body of
your lifemate and all of a sudden a couple of witnesses will appear, ready to
testify against you.  Is that clear?”


Troll was sweating, which was abundantly clear to
everyone in the pitch darkness, their heat vision showing the drama quite clearly. 
“Yes, Trelkar,” Troll said, trying his best to mimic Kort’s submissive
attitude.


Trelkar stared at Troll until the brutish warrior
closed his eyes.  Slamming him into the wall one more time, Trelkar stepped
back and sheathed his blade.  Behind him, Mynar the Sorcerer stood and folded
his arms over his chest.  His recent escape from the home of Lord Karthan had
shaken him, but he had regained his composure and was enjoying watching Trelkar
inflict a bit of pain on this insolent newcomer to the Covenant.


“Troll, Troll, Troll.  Now you know what I meant
when I said absolute obedience,” Mynar said then smiled a cruel smile.  “I hope
you don’t have to learn what the price of disobedience is.”


“Yes, sire,” Troll said.  His words were
submissive enough, but his tail swished with pent up anger behind him.


“Now get me the warriors I’ve asked for, and have
your people ready to strike with Kort’s warriors like we’ve planned.  And don’t
worry about Khee-lar…” Mynar said.


Trelkar shook his head in disgust.  “Aye, Khee-lar
wants to wait, but I’ll not be left out in the woods waiting on him.  The time
for action has come.  Khee-lar will see that, especially when we deliver him
the throne.”


“Like I said,” Mynar continued, “don’t worry about
what Khee-lar Shadow Hand wants.  Tonight we covenant.  Tomorrow we will
end the Karthan line once and for all.”


 





 


Manebrow was not young.  His ivory horns clearly
showed his age.  Unlike the yearlings’ short horns that stuck out like thick
fingers, his horns had already begun to bend forward in the eventual curve of
age.  He was in his thirtieth year and was feeling his age, especially in the
mornings.  That night as he returned to his tent in the cave of his warrior
group, Manebrow could not face his lifemate, Ki.  He reasoned that she would
not understand and that it would be best for Lord Karthan to let her know by
his announcement upon the ending of the trials tomorrow.  He knew it was not
the right thing to do, but he could not bring himself to tell her of the
dangerous quest that he’d been called to perform.


Her questions about why most of the other Honor
Guard warriors were on alert fell on still-stunned ears as well.  Lord Karthan
always kept a small contingent of Honor Guard on ready alert whenever he held
council, in memory of a past insurrection, but his uncanny knack for alerting
the entire Honor Guard right before attempted insurrections in the past only
served to increase the worry and tension in the homes of the Honor Guard warriors
this night as so many of the warriors were called out to stand guard.  


Finally, as she placed a bowl of red mushroom broth
before him, he muttered “I have no role to play for this insurrection.  My lot
lies elsewhere.”  To her credit, Ki could see that she should not press her
mate.  As he ate third meal, Ki saw Manebrow as reserved, lost in thought.  In
reality, however, he was beginning to make the changes inside himself that
would get him through whatever the future held.


The whelps had already been asleep when he arrived;
three strong young males.  She had brought them great hopes with these young. 
He loved her for that, but more than that, he loved her for how much she
understood him and cared for what he was and what he stood for.  It had been
twelve years now that they had been together, all of which he’d been a
trainer.  The endless hours and constant strain of outperforming these
yearlings, which seemed to get younger every year, took their toll on his
body.  The only thing that helped him make it through was her constant
support.  Now, amidst the rumors of insurrection, he would have to tell her
that he was to go on a long quest, one from which he did not know if he would
ever return.  The only relief for his conscience came from the orders that all
the council and himself followed, of not revealing the quest decided upon until
after the Trials of Caste.


That night Manebrow could not sleep.  After a long
time of staring at the warm figure of his mate in the blackness of the room, he
finally got up and set about looking over his equipment, checking his kit,
packing his rucksack, adjusting his belts to hold more belt pouches and his
fighting knife again after so long on the trail as a trainer, and finally
sharpening the battle axe that was as familiar to him almost as was his own
arm.  


As he ran the stone across the long, curved edge
of the blade, his mind reflected on his first few years as a warrior, when he
had spent weeks and months hunting and being hunted by the warriors of the
Bloodhand Orc Tribe.  His attitude hardened as the images of the orc-flesh it
had sundered and of the dark blood that had often stained its blade in his
first few years as a warrior came flooding back to him.  His jaw began to set
as he steeled his emotions for the battles that would lie ahead.  In his heart
he began to make the change from loving mate and devoted trainer to cold,
hardened killer.  His mind was ready, his hands prepared.  Though he did not
relish the tasks of war, he would execute them.


This was the way of a warrior, and anyone who
thought that this was just another journey did not know what the world held for
them.  Thinking back to the companions of his youth who had died by orc hands,
Manebrow knew that, if this group was to escape the same fate, they would come
to depend heavily on each other, and on him.  


Though there were many unanswered questions about
this quest group which would soon be formed, this much he knew; when the time
came to use his training as a warrior, he would not hesitate.  He knew that
their lives would greatly depend on his split second decisions.  Though it
weighed heavily on his mind, he was not a stranger to this responsibility.  In
fact, he quite frequently preached the very same words of strength and
responsibility to his yearlings.  


His yearlings; yes, his yearlings.  He thought of
them as his, and felt as proud of them as their own parents did.  Each one who
had not completed the training hurt his heart.  Despite the low numbers of male
whelps that had been conceived fifteen years before in that year of famine and
drought, and who had then survived the orc raid now six years in the past,
Manebrow would not bow to the pressure some members of the council put on him
to lower his standards.  In his mind, to lower the standard and cheapen the
accomplishment of becoming a warrior would only serve to weaken the gen, and
thereby make their gen an easy target for marauding orcs.  To accept less than
the best into the warrior ranks was to court disaster.


Tired now, Manebrow placed his axe back in the
rack on the cavern wall that their tent was built against.  He carefully
wrapped the sharpening stone in a cleaning rag and placed it in one of the
pouches on his belts.  Checking his equipment one last time, he went back to
bed.  Putting his cares aside for now, he was eventually able to sleep.


The next morning Ki would look upon his gear,
configured now for a trip to somewhere dangerous, and his carefully sharpened
axe, and without a word being spoken she would know that their calm life was
about to be shattered.
















 


Section II – The Trials of Caste


 


















Chapter 14
– The Trials Begin


Durik’s
uncle Drok shook him.  “Awaken, young one.  It is time,” his uncle said
quietly.  Durik rolled over and looked glassy eyed at the bright, white form
standing next to his bed; the all too familiar heat signature of his uncle,
standing in the darkness of the cool, black room.  


“Uhn…” Durik muttered as he blinked, still
somewhat groggy from the night’s events, though sleep had washed away the
tension of it all for the moment.


“Hmm… eloquent as usual, I see.”  His uncle
laughed as Durik wiped spittle from his jaw.  “Well, come.  Wake up and come
eat.  It’s going to be a long day, may as well start it.”


Durik grunted and rolled off the cot onto the cool
floor, wincing at the sudden sensation from the cold stone.  He preferred sand,
but he was lucky to have a room at all, much less one to himself.  It was a
luxury few whelps had, and proof of his uncle Drok’s deep affection for his
orphaned nephew and niece.  For six years Durik and his little sister Darya had
lived in their uncle Drok’s tent, ever since the orc raid that had left them
orphaned.  His parents, seeing their escape cut off, had hid him and his sister
under a pile of straw so that the orcs wouldn’t see them.  He could still
remember stumbling over the cold bodies of his parents many hours later after
the orcs had looted the entire cavern area.  He had cried until there were no
more tears to cry.  His little sister had wailed uncontrollably for days.  


Their uncle Drok and his lifemate were childless
and had taken them both in, always treating Durik and Darya as though they were
their own whelps, and the two young kobolds loved them as though they were
their own parents.  To Drok, seeing Durik and his completely bronze scales
reminded him much of his older brother, who like their father had had
completely bronze scales.  The rest of Durik’s grandfather’s descendants, Darya
included, only had bronze tips on their otherwise rust red scales, taking more
after their grandmother who was of Kale Gen descent.


Durik shook the memory of that horrible day from
his fuzzy mind as he stood and stretched.  On the other side of the tent wall,
in the chamber that served as a kitchen and living area for his uncle’s family,
he could see the bright light of a small fire starting.  Quickly he put on a
fresh loincloth and his belt, and pushed aside the flap door into the living
area.  Karial, his uncle’s lifemate, was tending to the fire.  Durik sat down
and watched as she took a large chunk of shelf fungus and broke it into smaller
pieces, throwing them one at a time into a small copper pot full of water. 
Durik watched for a minute, then stood up and stretched, shaking out his arms
and legs, getting his blood flowing as he thought about the day’s events. 
After a minute, his uncle returned through another flap in the wall of the
living area tent, followed by a still very sleepy young female.  


“Do they have to start so early?  The first gong
hasn’t even sounded,” complained the young kobold, hiding her muzzle deeper in
the blanket she had wrapped around herself.  “I’m still sleepy.” 


“Good morning, Darya!” Durik said with a sudden
burst of energy.  “How’s my little sister this day?”


She looked at him with a sleepy grimace, which
turned slowly into a smile.  “Not so little any more!  If we’re going to get up
this early, you better take the cup!”


Durik laughed.  “Just for you, little sister. 
Just for you.  Now, come, sit next to me and tell me about this whelp I’ve seen
you with out in the meadow in the evenings,” Durik joked.


Together they sat and ate shelf mushroom stew and
talked of life.  When they finished Durik stood, gathered his equipment from
his chamber and joked that Darya wouldn’t even know how he’d done, being too
busy watching Keryak.  


Darya didn’t answer.  Instead she blushed and
waved goodbye, her eyes gleaming with love and hope.


 





 


Lord Karthan sat groggily looking at the bowl of
roots, tubers, and stewed meat that a servant had placed on the table in his personal
chambers.  As his mind came into more full alertness, he wrestled it away from
thoughts of insurrection to the task at hand for the day; the Trials of Caste.


Lord Karthan had never had to undergo the trials. 
He had been born into his position as the only son of his father, then lord of
the gen.  Not having undergone the trials did not mean that he was a stranger
to hard training and discipline, however.  For many generations, the eldest son
of a council member had the right to take his father’s place on the council. 
This tradition was deeply set and was only broken when there was no son to take
his father’s place.  This had given the leader caste the opportunity to slacken
in the training of their whelps.  It had made them weak and left them unchallenged.


Lord Karthan’s father had set a standard among the
leader caste when he had made a position for an elite warrior trainer for the whelps
of the twenty four council members who were the leader caste and forced their
first sons to undergo two years of combat training, which was above what all
the other sons of the leader caste or the common castes had to endure.  Young
Karthan had been in the first group to enter the training.  


If there was one thing his father had tried to
pound into his head, it was that you can’t lead someone where you aren’t
willing to go yourself.  So, he had forced young Karthan to lead the way and
thereby guaranteed, through his son, that this change in culture for the leader
caste would remain long after his son took charge of the gen.


Before he had died, Lord Karthan’s father had
taken this path to its logical conclusion.  He had taken away the special
status of the leader caste’s whelps, making all males in the gen undergo the
Trials of Caste.  He then began replacing council members as they died with
elite warriors, breaking the walls down between the castes, making promotion to
the leader caste merit based.  It was scandalous and after a full generation
the echoes of that controversy still resonated among some.  But by the time
young Karthan became Lord of the Gen in his father’s place, it was a stable,
perhaps even well established tradition.  Young Lord Karthan had made the
mistake of not following that precedence once, however, as Khee-lar Shadow Hand
had become leader caste by being the younger brother of Lord Karthan’s lifemate,
an action that Lord Karthan had come to regret.


Lord Karthan looked back on his younger days with
mixed emotions.  They were simpler days, that much was true, but they were also
times of much turmoil in his life as he struggled to come to grips with who he
was and who he wanted to become.  The events of his life had defined him; two
years of training, the joining to his lifemate Kiri, killed six years ago now
in the orc raid, the birth of their whelps Kiria, barely fifteen, and their two
much younger sons, Karto and Lat, and the pressures and stress that accompanied
his position as lord of the gen.


After six years, and much speculation about who
would take Kiri’s place, Lord Karthan remained unmated.  This did not mean that
he had ceased to care about family life.  The lessons he had learned in their
union, and the lessons he continued to learn through being a father, helped
define his character as he sought to build a better future not only for his whelps,
but for all who would work with him to ensure the future of their gen.


Now more than fifteen years after becoming Lord of
the Kale Gen, Lord Karthan felt that he knew himself well and, more than that,
he felt that he had finally gotten to a point where he was fully comfortable
with the direction that he was taking the gen and with the laws and traditions
that he had instituted.  Yes, there had been and continued to be insurrection,
but he had hopes that the gen would get past it.  Perhaps, he mused optimistically,
the infiltrator’s failed assassination attempt and Trelkar’s self-imposed exile
would end the insurrection that was brewing, and there would be no more during
his rule.  He wasn’t counting on it, however, and had already made plans to
safeguard his family again.  After all, he didn’t have the Kale Stone yet, and
so the insurrections would go on, for his were a fractious people.


The more he thought about it, his decision to give
the yearlings the quest to find the Kale Stone seemed more and more to fit into
the direction he had set for the gen.  Indeed, he was quite happy with himself
for having made that decision despite the further divisions it had caused among
the council members.


Finishing the stew, Lord Karthan soon exited his
room and saw that all was in order, despite the tired eyes of many of his
warriors.  Not long after, Lord Karthan left for the arena, flanked by Khazak
Mail Fist and a contingent of the warriors of his bodyguard.  Knowing the
treachery that was afoot, the guards formed something of a perimeter around
their lord, his still somewhat sleepy daughter Kiria, and his two overly
excited young sons, Karto and Lat.


 





 


Kyro grumbled as he pulled the cart through the
next patch of sand, helped only nominally by the handful of elite warriors from
his warrior group.  They may have been dressed as servant caste for some reason
or another, but as the only true servant caste in the group they seemed content
to let him struggle with the cart mostly by himself.


“Come on, now, put your back into it.”  The new
elite warrior whom he’d not seen before this morning looked at him struggling
with the cart and instead of helping decided to offer useless advice.  But Kyro
was a servant caste, and so was careful not to let too much of his frustration
show.


Behind him in the cart the large barrel full of wooden
weapons for the Trials of Caste rolled from one side of the cart to the other,
knocking the cart and Kyro about with its sudden shift.  


“Ah, here, you two,” the new elite warrior said,
waving at a couple of the other elite warriors, both of which were dressed as
servant caste as well.  “Help this lesser caste,” he said condescendingly.


Kyro grimaced and pushed, helped suddenly past
that patch of sand then left to push by himself along the flat area of stone
beyond it.  My son Keryak better not be as arrogant as these idiots, he
thought, not daring to say such a thing out loud.  


“Hurry up!” the new elite warrior urged between
gritted teeth.  Behind Kyro a couple of the elite warriors apparently figured
out that Kyro pushing a cart alone simply could not move as fast as the rest of
the group, which carried nothing.  Suddenly Kyro felt them put their weight
into pushing the cart along as well.


Kyro wondered why the charade; all this just to
deliver a barrel of sticks?  And these sticks were obviously of inferior
quality.  Kyro couldn’t imagine that the trainers would do anything but ignore
this barrel full of practice weapons…


Sighing, Kyro pushed until they came to the arena
doors, open now and guarded by a couple of warriors from Lord Karthan’s Honor
Guard Warrior Group.


“Barrel of practice weapons for the arena,” the
new elite warrior said.  The pair of warriors waved the group in without any
further inspection.  Once inside they all pushed the cart along through the
hard-packed sand of the lower chambers, eventually coming out into the arena.


All about the scouting competition part of the
arena various warriors and servant caste from the Honor Guard were putting keys
into obstacles, starting up fires to burn the chemicals two of the obstacles
required, and conducting final checks on the ropes and ladders that the
yearlings would soon be climbing.


“Over there, just under the trainers’ stand,” the
new elite warrior commanded.


As one, the entire group pushed the wagon through
the sand until they reached the base of the trainers’ stand.  Offloading the
weapons barrel with a heave, they stood for a moment breathing hard and
observing the rest of the arena, all except for Kyro who stood looking at the
odd assortment of warped sticks in the barrel that seemed very heavy for what
it contained.


“That’s the room over there?” one of the elite
warriors asked, pointing toward a small door tucked into the base of the raised
stands where all the spectators would soon be sitting.  “How will we see the
Trials, then?”


“See, it’s got a slot in the door,” another
offered.


“Good thing we won’t have to spend all day in it,
though I wish we wouldn’t have to miss the scouting trial.”


“Here,” the new elite warrior caught their
attention.  “Take the bag of clothes over to that closet and keep your mouths
shut.  The rest of you,” he said looking about, “you need to get back to your
families.  All should look as normal.  Remember, no word of this to anyone,” he
said, looking fiercely at Kyro.


Kyro meekly nodded.  He hoped that this whole
charade was all about some surprise for the Trials of Caste, maybe some sort of
show or another.  It didn’t really make sense why the barrel of sticks…  In his
heart Kyro doubted it was anything so innocent, and a sudden thought, a memory
of what he’d overheard between Trelkar of the Deep Guard and his own leader
caste Raoros Fang a week ago, now left him feeling unsettled.


The elite warriors all left quickly, the new elite
warrior leading the way.  Soon, Kyro was struggling to pull the empty wagon
back to the caverns of the Wolf Riders alone.


 





 


Durik and Keryak wandered along the halls of the
gen, laughing and joking about things that had happened during the year of
training; Durik inwardly feeling the stress yet outwardly seemingly unconcerned
as they both tried to cope with the immense pressure of the trials through
levity.


“Father?” Keryak said as a hand cart with a servant
caste struggling along at the pushbar approached.  Kyro looked up at the two
yearlings.


“Ah… Keryak… and Durik,” Kyro panted as he raised
his head.


Keryak jumped to the other side of the push bar
while Durik put his shoulder to the left wheel that was dragging a long rut
through the sand.  Suddenly the empty cart was easy to push again, and Keryak’s
father looked up in muted appreciation.


“What’s wrong, father?” Keryak asked, seeing his
father was still wearing the mask of worry he’d had ever since Keryak had
returned from the underdark.  “You look so worried lately.  You should be
happy!  I’ll be a warrior today.”


Kyro nodded and tried to smile, but shook his head
instead.  “Ah, the uppers have been at it again,” he said to try to dismiss
Keryak’s concerns.  His son had enough to worry about without him adding rumors
of insurrection on top of it.


“What do you mean?” Durik asked as he grabbed the
bar next to Kyro.


“Oh nothing, really,” Kyro said, but it was
obvious to both yearlings that it really was something.  After a moment of
Durik staring at him as they both pushed, obviously not accepting his
explanation, Kyro got flustered.  “Alright, alright.  Troll brought in some new
elite warrior.  He and a bunch of the other elite warriors from our warrior
group were acting strange this morning.”


Durik could tell that Kyro wasn’t telling them
everything.  “Raoros Fang has been acting strange as well, wouldn’t you say?”


Keryak saw what Durik was trying to do and jumped
in to help, but said more than he intended to.  “Does this have anything to do with
Trelkar wanting to take over the gen?”


Kyro looked at Keryak in sudden realization.  “How
do you know about that?  What has Raoros told you?”


Keryak shook his head.  “He’s not told me anything,
but Durik and I found out a lot more than he wanted us to know I think.”


Durik nodded, inwardly struggling with how much he
should say.  They’d said a lot already, however, but Kyro was clearly a
friend.  “He asked me to go to the lower caverns where the hot mud is, and to
watch for someone gathering poison from the Fang Cap mushrooms, and to bring the
mushrooms to him as proof.  I’d never been to that cavern, so I asked Keryak to
show me the way.”


“And we found Spider harvesting poisonous spores
from the mushrooms,” Keryak said in a low voice.  “We followed him and saw him
try to give the poison to Trelkar of the Deep Guard.”  A family of kobolds were
coming up the passageway on their way to the arena; the first of many families
that would shortly be traversing this path.


“No!” Kyro said after waiting for the family to
turn the corner.  “Last week Trelkar of the Deep Guard came to talk with Raoros
Fang saying something about overthrowing Lord Karthan.”


“Our Wolf Rider leaders are in league with…
Trelkar?” Keryak asked.  


“I don’t know about that!” Kyro said, a bit taken
aback by the whole revelation.  “Raoros did not promise anything to Trelkar,
other than to keep it a secret.  And I can’t imagine Troll is involved in
anything so nefarious; he’s not that bright!”


“Troll came to me last night and threatened my
family if I don’t help him kill Lord Karthan when the time comes,” Durik
grimaced.


“What!” both Keryak and his father said as they
looked dumbfounded at Durik.


Durik nodded.  “It’s true.  Raoros has been acting
strange, and Troll is definitely involved in trying to overthrow Lord Karthan.”


All three of them stood looking at each other for
a moment, none of them knowing what to say.  Finally, Kyro shook his head and
turned back to the cart.


“I hope Raoros does the right thing.  He’s a good
leader caste,” Kyro said despondently as the two yearlings pushed at the cart. 
“I don’t care much for Troll.  He’s not nice to anyone.  Him and that new elite
warrior with the barrel; he’s got to be involved as well.  I hope they both get
caught.”


The three kobolds fell silent as a large group of
kobolds, families mostly, came around the corner in front of them.  Old
kobolds, their scales beginning to bronze, were interspersed with younger
mothers and fathers, and all about them little ones ran about in great
excitement.  The Trials of Caste were certainly a family affair, and the past
decade of plenty had produced a prodigious number of shouting, screaming whelps
that would fill the stands this day.  


The three kobolds moved the cart off to one side
and waited for this next large group to go past.  “What new elite warrior is
this you speak of?” Durik asked.


“And what barrel?” Keryak added.


Kyro shook his head.  “Some new elite warrior that
Troll brought into the warrior group last night.  He and a handful of elite
warriors from our warrior group, dressed as servant caste, had me push this
cart with a barrel full of warped old wooden weapons to the arena this
morning.  That’s why I’m out here pushing an empty cart instead of on my way to
the arena.  Here, you two should be on your way to the arena.  You have to be
there early, you know.  Oh, and don’t tell anyone about the barrel.  He made me
swear I wouldn’t say anything.”


Durik was thinking, but Keryak was feeling anxious
for the coming trials.  “Durik, come on.  My father’s right.  We have to go
now.”  Nodding, but still thinking, Durik followed his friend back toward the
arena, while all the while Kyro the old servant caste pushed the cart and
muttered worriedly to himself about how he needed to get better at keeping
secrets.


 





 


The traditional arena where the Trials of Caste
were conducted was the widest natural cavern in the Kale Gen’s entire cavern
complex.  Certainly it was much more expansive than the large common areas of
the various warrior groups, most of which hadn’t been able to fit all their
members simultaneously for several generations.


Legend stated that when the first Kale and those
with him arrived at the caves, the first opening they had found was the large
opening at the top of the chimney leading down into the arena.  Legend further
stated that, upon dropping a rock down through the hole and hearing it hit
several moments later, old Kale had nodded his head and declared that this would
be their home.  Until Kale and his posterity had explored the caves further,
this large cavern had been their first home.


Certainly now, many hundreds of years later, Kale
would not have recognized it.  Though the hole itself was close to the same,
the rest of the chamber was drastically changed.  Lining one entire side of the
roughly oval cavern was a massive stone retaining wall.  Built in the center of
the top of this wall were a number of platforms for the leader caste of the
gen.  Behind these platforms the wall of the cavern had been hollowed out,
creating a large, open, steeply sloped area where hundreds of wooden benches
had been placed.  This construction provided the general population of the Kale
Gen with an elevated view of almost the entire arena.


Though the audience could see well into the
central parts of the arena, their height above the arena floor made it next to
impossible to see the trainers’ area just in front of the stands.  As such,
over the centuries various wooden stands had been built for the trainers, the
latest incarnation of which lifted the Master Trainer and his two assistants, a
pair of elite warriors picked to help him with the trials, into the spectators’
view.  


Directly to the front of the trainers’ stand, but
set far enough into the arena so as to be in full view of the crowd, a large
amount of sawdust, woodchips, and sand had been put down to mark off the floor
and limits of the melee weapons trial circle.  Placed around this circle were
several weapons racks, each stocked with the wooden weapons that would be used
this day.


Farther out on the left side of the arena, the
area traditionally set aside for the second of the trials, the ranged weapons
trial, was prepared for the yearlings.  Several orc-sized bags of sand, with
red and blue splotches of dye on one side of them, were placed at various
distances away from a rather large weapons rack holding a number of javelins,
bows, and quivers of arrows.  From the benches most could see the entire event,
though some of the servant caste in the flatter areas of the stands could only
watch the arch of the arrows and javelins as they flew toward the bags, relying
on the announcements the judges made to know whether the yearlings hit the
higher scored red splotches, or the less important blue splotches.


Perhaps the most labor intensive portion of the
preparations for the trials involved the setup for the scouting event.  While
the melee weapons circle and ranged weapons portions took up the left side of
the arena, the entire right side of the arena as well as far more than its fair
share of the center were filled with the constructs and obstacles that made up
the scouting trial.


For the uninitiated, the mass of wood partitions,
netting, towers, and tents was an unintelligible mess.  For the yearlings, it
had been the source of greatest speculation and study, for though the results
of all three trials were important, it was well known that the scouting trial
gave as many points as the other two trials combined.


 





 


Keryak stood in the line, straight-backed as a
chair, holding his practice spear firmly planted on the ground, fist in the
small of his back.  As Manebrow approached the far end of the line from him,
Keryak leaned a little toward Durik and whispered, “Will she be here?”


Durik frowned, “Of course, now shut up.”  Worry
from the events of the past day bled into the anticipation of the trials, leaving
Durik in turmoil.  Breathing deeply, he began to feel his focus return as he
calmed the stress.


Tension showed clearly in the faces of all members
of the small group of would-be kobold warriors as the master trainer inspected
them.  Each of them knew that they must score points or kills in the coming
contest, or else there, in front of the entire gen, they would be relegated to
the servant caste.  Such a spectacular failure was not unprecedented, in fact
it was quite common in generations past before the year of training was
instituted, but it was rare enough in these times that to complete the year of
training and then to fail in the Trials of Caste was something that was never
forgotten.


Manebrow’s thoughts were not on whether they would
all pass or not.  He could not help but linger on the fact that at the end of
this day one of them would be his leader, one of them his peer, and five of
them his brand new warriors.  Looking at them, Manebrow shook his head.  Tails
twitching, eyes glazed, and knuckles turning white under translucent rust red
scales grasping spear shafts.  While they were the best, though smallest, group
of yearlings he’d trained yet, still they were just beginning to understand
what it truly meant to be a warrior.  As he watched them twitch and fidget the
thought crossed his mind that these were the hope of the gen for this year, the
best that they all had to offer, but right now they looked like a scared little
group of overgrown whelps.  Fates willing, they would be equal to the challenges
that lay ahead. 


Manebrow approached the end of the line from
behind.  “All right, yearlings, this is it!  Do not let the pressure of this
event change what you’ve spent the last year becoming.  Keep your heads on
straight.  Focus on the task at hand.  All this year of training and practice
has led you to this moment.  Today, each of you makes your mark in this gen… in
front of the whole gen!  What you do today will be talked about for years to
come.  Take the Fates by the throat and subject them to your will. 
Seize this day, yearlings, for it is your day of destiny!”  Looking at the now chiseled
faces of the yearlings, Manebrow nodded.  “May each of you advance according to
your preparations and take your places in this gen.”  Nodding slightly he added,
“And may the Fates smile on you all this day.”


Manebrow looked to his right and left at the two
assistant trainers, two elite warriors from the ranks of the Honor Guard who
had helped with various training events over the course of the year, and who would
now help judge this event, both of whom were champions of previous years.  


“I believe it is time.”  Manebrow turned.  “Let us
see if they’re ready to sound entrance.”  Manebrow, followed by the two
assistant trainers, walked up the passageway from the bowels of the arena
sub-complex into the light of the massive cavern that formed the arena proper. 
They were dressed in the traditional ceremonial garb of the trainers; swords in
metal scabbards crossed over their backs, suspended from crossed shoulder belts,
loincloths with belts fully a hand wide made of thick leather covering their
stomachs.  The three trainers walked with full confidence into the arena,
masters of their trade and of the trials.


After a short time, from the passageway up into
the arena, the yearlings heard the ringing call of the horn.  In unison they stiffened
and turning, moved out in a line at a slow trot up the passageway toward the
bright light of the arena.  


As they entered the massive cavern that served as
the arena for the first time since the preparations had begun, they saw that it
was filled with almost the entire gen.  Many rows of benches sat atop the
massive wall on one side of the cavern full of shouting, excited kobolds.  Braziers
full of flaming coal dotted the walls of the arena, the fire of them glowing
red off the underbelly of the earthen ceiling above them.  Already the light of
morning in the world above showed through the belly button of that ceiling; the
hole that the first Lord Kale had found almost a thousand years now in the
past.    


The noise reached a deafening roar as the
yearlings trotted in a line out into the light of the arena.  Durik, at the
head of the line, regained his bearings, his senses thoroughly assaulted with
the spectacle of it all, and spotted Manebrow flanked by the two assistant
trainers on the trainers’ stand on the far side of a large patch of sawdust. 
Two large weapons stands stood one on either side of the sawdust circle.  


Durik led the line at a slow trot past one of the
weapons stands and into the circular sawdust area, eventually slowing to allow
the others in the line to space themselves evenly around the perimeter.  The
crowd cheered loudly in the enclosed chamber as they came to a stop and the
seven yearlings held their heads high.  


Knowing his bronze scales made him stand out,
Durik could feel the eyes of the entire gen staring at him.  From the corner of
his eye he could see several younger kobolds from other warrior groups pointing
at him and talking to each other.  Taking a deep breath, Durik tried to ignore
the extra attention and refocused.


On a command from Manebrow on the trainer’s stand,
the seven yearlings turned as one and faced the middle.  An assistant trainer
led the yearlings as they stretched their tense muscles to his commands and
limbered up for the challenges of the day.  Despite their rigid training and
discipline, some of the yearlings could not help but let their eyes wander a
bit to look for their families’ faces in the crowd.


As they finished stretching, the other assistant trainer
came down from the stand and ran up the stairs that led to Lord Karthan’s box,
which sat at the edge of the large wall, in the center of the stands.  Here
Lord Karthan and his three whelps were seated surrounded by the leader of his
Honor Guard dressed in full battle garb, his chief elite warrior and one of his
warriors who had a rather loud voice; the announcer for this year’s trials.  


Performing his ceremonial duty as chamberlain,
Khazak Mail Fist stood and held out a scroll with Lord Karthan’s seal on it. 
The assistant trainer bowed his head in respect and took the scroll, returning
with it to the stand.


Manebrow broke the seal and read the short list,
which was the order in which the trials were to be executed this year.  After a
brief moment he rolled the scroll back up again and stood straight to address
the Council’s boxes in the stands directly behind him.


“Lord Karthan, your instructions are understood.  We
await your orders to begin the trials!” Manebrow’s voice rose over the crowd. 
The crowd grew quiet as they awaited the traditional speech and the order to
start the trials which would follow.


“My people,” Lord Karthan began as he stood and
addressed the host of kobolds in the stands behind him, the shape of the
chamber carrying his words to all.  “Today is more than just the day of the
Trials of Caste.  Today is the Day of Beginnings where we celebrate,” he said,
pointing with outstretched hand at the line of yearlings, “these the Creator
has given us to take the places of those warriors whom He has taken to Himself.”


His words had brought the desired moment of
soberness to the assembled crowd, and he smiled a tempered smile for all to see.


“Today is also a day of great tradition, for the
Day of Beginnings and the Trials of Caste that occur on this day have been with
us since before our Kale ancestors left the citadel of The Sorcerer where our
race began; our ancient home of Palacid.  Now, as we receive with glad hearts
these yearlings into our ranks as warriors, let us remember who we are,
remember our heritage, and renew our commitment to strive always to live up to
that heritage.”


Turning, Lord Karthan looked down at the assembled
line of yearlings, few as these children of a year of famine were, then steeled
himself as his gaze settled on Manebrow and the two assistant trainers.  “Good
trainer,” he continued, loud enough for all to hear, “remember your charge to
ensure the readiness of the gen.  Today you are no longer trainer, but rather
you are the standard against which these yearlings will be judged.  May you
execute this charge diligently, that the future leaders of this gen may be
determined and the strength of this gen maintained through the trials.”


As Lord Karthan sat, Khazak Mail Fist’s voice
boomed out.  “Master Judge, begin the trials!”
















Chapter 15
– The Melee Weapons Trial


With
the order to start the trials given, and to the roar of hundreds of assembled
kobolds, Manebrow hit his right fist to his chest then extended his arm in the
ceremonial salute of a warrior to the Lord of the Gen.  Turning around, he
waited a moment for the crowd to quiet down then yelled to the two assistant
trainers and the seven yearlings, “Prepare for the first melee weapons match!”


One of the trainers stepped forward into the
center of the sawdust circle.  Around them stretched out the rest of the arena,
filled with the targets and weapons racks of the ranged weapons trial and the
wooden passageways covered with netting, large wooden structures, and hidden
traps for the scouting trial.  The promise of a long, hard day that would test
the yearlings to their limit was arrayed around them.  Durik set his jaw. 
These, his friends, were now his opponents, but tomorrow they would again be
his friends.  The trainer lifted his hands and faced the crowd as the announcer
in the Honor Guard box began with the rules.


“Each yearling will have his choice of weapons
from the weapons racks that stand outside the sawdust area before the match
begins” the announcer began.  “If a yearling exits the sawdust area after the
match begins, he forfeits the entire match.  A match is three rounds.  Limbs
struck by the painted end of the weapon are not to be used for the round.  A
glancing blow to a vital area is a round loss, but not a match loss.  A solid
blow to a vital area with the painted portion of a weapon doesn’t just win that
particular round, but is considered match loss and therefore elimination from
the trial.  The trial will continue until there is only one remaining.”


Turning to face the yearlings, the trainer spoke. 
“Durik!  Trallik!  Choose your weapons!”  In the stands, Trallik’s father and
Durik’s uncle both tensed.


Durik’s stomach knotted as his name was called. 
He spun on his heel and ran over to the weapons rack closest to him.  Looking
over the training weapons, he selected a solid looking fighting spear with a
bright red wooden tip.  Trallik came up next to him.


“Good luck, Durik,” Trallik said, a slightly
sarcastic tone in his voice.


“And to you, Trallik,” Durik answered, never sure
of Trallik’s intentions.


Trallik chose a pair of long fighting knives,
short swords really, with bright red hardwood blades.  Together the two
yearlings returned to the circle.  The trainer drew a line and the two faced
off on either side.


“Fight!” the trainer yelled as he stepped back
from the center line.


Durik leapt forward, spear at a thrusting
position, hoping for a quick and easy kill.  Trallik was much too quick for
that, however, and easily sidestepped the point of the spear.  It was all that
Durik could do to block an undercut from Trallik’s knife as his momentum
carried him past his opponent.  He cursed himself for being so anxious to end
the match quickly.  Having sparred with Trallik on so many occasions, he should
have chosen a much better tactic.  Fortunately, this time he’d not lost because
of his nervous impetuousness.


The two of them faced off again and began circling
each other in the center of the ring.  Suddenly, Durik feigned a thrust to the
head, bringing the tip instead toward Trallik’s chest.  Trallik blocked toward
the feint, then, realizing his mistake, dodged the tip as it drove toward his
chest.


As they began to circle again, Durik saw that
Trallik was crossing one leg in front of the other every few steps as they
circled instead of sidestepping as they’d been taught.  He continued to circle
for a few moments, watching for him to do it again.  As Trallik crossed one leg
in front of the other, Durik seized the moment and drove his spear tip in a
hard thrust toward Trallik’s stomach.  Caught with his legs crossed, Trallik
stumbled as he tried to dodge.  But instead of taking the blow to the stomach,
Durik scored a glancing blow to Trallik’s chest and arm as Trallik desperately
tried to block.


“Round one, Durik!” announced the trainer.


The two opponents squared off again on either side
of the line.  This time, Trallik was sweating.  Durik’s eyes focused squarely
on Trallik’s chest, avoiding his misleading eyes and watching his body rhythm
for clues to his true plans.


“Round two.  Fight!” yelled the trainer.  


Trallik leapt forward this time.  Durik moved his
spear point to intercept, but was not fast enough.  Trallik easily kept his tip
away with one long knife as he moved to strike a decisive blow with the other. 
But Durik was stronger than Trallik, and only slightly slower.  He brought the
other end of his spear up sharply, connecting with Trallik’s wrist and knocking
the knife out of Trallik’s hand.  As Trallik tried to recover, Durik kicked him
firmly in the stomach, knocking him off his feet and onto the sawdust. 
Following up quickly on his advantage, Durik threw his spear as Trallik was
still landing.  With a resonating ‘thump,’ Durik’s spear rebounded off of
Trallik’s chest.


“Match!  Durik wins!” announced the trainer. 
“Return your weapons.  Durik, to the right of the trainers’ stand.  Trallik, to
the left.”  In the stands, Trallik’s father looked concerned.  Durik’s uncle,
aunt, and sister were all excited and almost the entire Wolf Guard Warrior
Group was on their feet shouting and cheering their yearling on.


The two young kobolds shook hands, though Trallik
was visibly upset and felt shamed by his quick loss.  They retrieved their
weapons, placing them back in the racks, and took their respective places. 
Even before they got to their places, the trainer had already announced the
next match.  Keryak and Arbelk ran to the racks and retrieved a spear and a
short sword with shield respectively.  They squared off and began the match
quickly.  Where Durik’s style was more aggressive and Trallik’s was quick, but
not as aggressive, both Keryak and Arbelk were more cautious in their style. 
Their match went longer than most would that day, as both of them circled quite
a bit and neither of them was in any great hurry to rush the other.  It didn’t
help that they were just as strong as each other and neither one was clearly
faster or more skilled.  Finally, after a couple of minutes of poking at each
other from arm’s length, Arbelk made a rush and ended up bowling Keryak over. 
In the process, however, he caught a low thrust from Keryak in his abdomen and
lost the match.


The last match of the first set of matches was the
most exciting.  As there were three left, it was decided that Gorgon, Troka and
Jerrig would all fight simultaneously.  Gorgon, the strongest and most
aggressive of them all, chose a padded, two handed wooden-headed hammer. 
Troka, by far the tallest of yearlings, chose a two-handed wooden broadsword. 
Jerrig, who knew he was sorely outclassed, cursed his bad luck and chose a
javelin with shield.  Gorgon was ferocious with the hammer and neither of the
other two wanted to get close to him.  He was much stronger than Troka, who in
turn was stronger than Jerrig.  Troka’s one great advantage was his height and
reach.  He was easily a hand taller than Gorgon and two taller than Jerrig. 
Gorgon and Jerrig, however, were equally as fast, which was more than Troka
could handle.  


Once the match started, it was only a matter of a
few seconds before Jerrig threw his javelin and scored a glancing blow on
Troka, putting Troka out of that round.  Then, retrieving Troka’s sword, he and
Gorgon circled for a moment before Gorgon, swinging his hammer menacingly,
caught Jerrig’s shield, ripping it from his grasp.  Knowing that he had about
three seconds to either score or face getting pushed out of the ring with
Gorgon’s wide hammer sweeps, Jerrig went low for a sweep at Gorgon’s legs.  He
hit, but in turn Gorgon brought his wooden hammer down quickly.  Following the
rules of sparing, Gorgon tapped Jerrig on the back with it.  Jerrig was out of
the match.


The second round of the match was between only
Gorgon and Troka.  The two of them were very good with their respective weapons
and it was a hard fought battle.  Though Gorgon was the faster and stronger of
the two, Troka’s long reach and equally long sword kept Gorgon from getting too
close.  After a couple of minutes of give and take, both Gorgon and Troka were
using only one hand.  Finally, with a sweep from his hammer, Gorgon knocked the
sword from Troka’s grasp.  Troka made a desperate jump for Jerrig’s fallen
javelin, but was not fast enough with one hand to bring it to bear before
Gorgon had swept his legs with his hammer and stood over him with his hammer in
front of his face.  The match was Gorgon’s.


Durik leaned over to Keryak, “My friend, you’ll
excuse me if I beat you senseless.”


Laughing, Keryak responded, “Only if I don’t beat
you senseless first!”


With all three matches decided, Gorgon, Keryak,
and Durik stood to the right of the stand, while Trallik, Arbelk, Jerrig, and
Troka stood to the left.  The other trainer came down and replaced the trainer
that had judged the first round while the yearlings took advantage of the pause
to stretch a little more and prepare for the second set of matches.


“Gorgon, Keryak, and Durik stand tied in the
bracket for first place.”  The crowd quieted as the announcer from the Honor
Guard box started.  “He who first loses will be in third place.  He who loses
to the last yearling standing will take second.  He who wins the last match is
in first place.”


The trainer faced the remaining three yearlings
and spoke, “Choose your weapons!”  Keryak and Durik both chose spears from the
rack.  Gorgon again chose the two handed hammer.  Durik grimaced as he looked
at how lovingly Gorgon felt the weight of the wooden hammer and how gracefully
he swung it about, testing its weight.  Padded or not, the hammer could be a
dangerous weapon if not handled with care.


“Keryak, you know the only way one of us is going
to win over Gorgon is if we both go for him.” Durik observed.


“If it works out that way, then so be it.” Keryak
responded.  “I think I can take him on my own.  Let’s not team up this time. 
I’d rather whichever of us wins be able to say they won it on their own.”


“You’re stubborn as a mud-lodged boulder, Keryak”  Durik
shook his head.  “Or maybe just cocky.”  


Keryak just smiled.


The three of them stood spaced evenly around the
edge of the sawdust circle.  The trainer stood just in front of the trainers’
stand.  “Fight!” he announced, dropping his hand.


Gorgon immediately came toward Durik, swinging his
hammer as he came.  Keryak slowly approached the two, wanting to see how the
match would go and more than willing to wait for a good opportunity.  Durik
held his spear at the ready and began to circle in Keryak’s direction, bringing
the action closer to Keryak.


With a yell, Gorgon swung his hammer in a mighty
arc downward, hoping to make Durik scramble so he could then catch him off
guard.  Durik was more confident in his abilities than that, however, and was
able to sidestep the blow, leaving Gorgon scrambling to get out of the reach of
Durik’s spear tip.  Though he avoided the tip, Durik slapped Gorgon across the
ribs with the butt of his spear.  As Gorgon retreated, Keryak came up on Durik,
hoping to break his rhythm with a sweep of the legs.  Durik posted his spear on
the ground, stopping the sweep with a solid crack, then, stepping forward, he
caught the spear under his foot, causing Keryak to lose his grip on it and
trapping it to the ground.  Keryak stepped back quickly before Durik could take
advantage of his disarmed opponent.


The only thing that kept Keryak from losing at
that moment was Gorgon choosing to come back at Durik instead of letting Durik
finish Keryak off.  As he came in, swinging his hammer, Durik backpedaled
quickly, leaving Keryak’s spear on the ground.  Keryak followed behind Gorgon
and quickly retrieved his spear.  Focusing too much on Durik to his front, it
was easy for Keryak to get a shot in at Gorgon’s back.  Just as Keryak was
thrusting, however, Gorgon brought his hammer back, knocking Keryak’s spear to
one side accidentally.  Keryak did, however, end up landing a glancing blow on
Gorgon’s back, putting him out for the round, but not for the match.  Both
Keryak and Durik felt much relief.


“Durik, why does it always come down to us?” 
Keryak panted.  “Well, for this round at least.”


Durik grunted and looked Keryak squarely in the
chest, dropping into a crouch and holding his spear at the ready.


“Not talkative today, I see.  Ok, to battle it
is.”  With that, Keryak closed quickly with Durik, directing his thrust up and toward
Durik’s face.  Durik tucked his spear in to his side, holding it with his left
arm, while he swept his right hand in front of him, knocking the thrust off to
his left while grabbing the end of Keryak’s spear just below the head.  Once he
realized he had Keryak’s spear firm in his grasp, he held his own spear out to
the side and thrust forward violently with the tip.  Though Keryak tried to
dodge, Durik had him and he knew it.  Durik landed the blow deep into Keryak’s
stomach.  Keryak buckled, trying to soften the thrust, and went down.  It was a
solid blow, and it took Keryak out of the match.  The trainer raised one hand
and pointed toward Durik.


“Keryak takes third place and gains two points toward
the cup!  Round one goes to Durik!” the announcer boomed.  From the stands,
several kobolds watched Durik admiringly.  Though many of them were family and
friends, one of them was Kiria, Lord Karthan’s only daughter.


“A promising yearling, this bronze-scaled one, wouldn’t
you say?” Kiria stated to her father, the memory of their meeting yesterday
outside this very arena still rather fresh in her mind, the lingering taste of
it appealing to her on many levels.


“Yes, I’d have to agree with you,” stated Lord
Karthan, “but today will tell whether strength or presence of mind will ultimately
win this.”  His inference to the more obvious differences between Gorgon and
Durik was not lost on Kiria, though it wasn’t her focus.


“Yes, I suppose so,” Kiria replied softly,
distracted by the young bronze-scaled warrior’s unusually calm demeanor even
under the gaze of the entire gen.


Keryak had limped off to the side after Durik
helped him to stand, clutching his stomach and leaving his spear in the ring as
Gorgon and Durik faced off on either side of the line in the center of the
ring, prepared for the next round of the final match.


“Fight!” shouted the trainer.


Gorgon, a little more leery this time, came forward,
swinging his hammer with one hand in broad arcs in front of him.  Durik backed
up a couple of steps.  Having seen Gorgon do this many times, Durik knew it was
only a matter of time before he was forced out of the ring unless he got in
close with Gorgon.


Durik stopped retreating and started to come
forward.  Gorgon, not sure of what Durik was planning, brought his hammer up
and to the ready.  It wasn’t enough, however.  As Gorgon lifted his hammer,
Durik stepped forward, swinging the butt of his spear up and toward Gorgon’s
left side.  Gorgon instinctively moved his hammer down to block, leaving his
head, shoulders and chest wide open.  Durik switched momentum and brought the
tip end of his spear down toward Gorgon’s head.  Gorgon proved to be just fast
enough, however, to avoid a solid hit.  Durik’s spear grazed Gorgon’s chest as
it swung downward and Gorgon stepped back quickly.  The trainer raised one hand
and pointed at Durik with the other.


“Round two goes to Durik also!” the announcer
boomed.


Durik now was causing quite the stir in the
stands.  Most had seen how Gorgon had quickly taken care of Jerrig and had beat
Troka down.  He was clearly the most obvious one to win, and yet the smaller
Durik was somehow ahead.  The match was far from decided, however, as a solid
hit to either kobold’s opponent could still win the match.


Durik and Gorgon lined up again on either side of
the line.  This time, Gorgon didn’t look quite so confident, a desperate look
replacing his natural dominance.  Gorgon knew he had to land a solid blow on
Durik, not just a glancing blow.  Since Durik already had two glancing blows on
him, if he ended this series of three rounds with only one glancing blow he
would lose.  


Durik saw the look in Gorgon’s eye and started to
worry that Gorgon might lose control of his great strength and cripple or kill
him by accident.


“Fight!” yelled the trainer.


Gorgon came forward swinging wildly, harder than
he had before.  Durik, his fears confirmed, stepped back and watched Gorgon
swing.  In a second he saw his opportunity.  Gorgon’s wild swings were causing
him to swing further than normal, exposing his side.  Durik stepped back and
watched one more swing.  As Gorgon swung wide, Durik stepped in to strike. 
Gorgon, seeing Durik stepping in, stepped forward himself and, bringing his
elbow back, caught Durik across the face with a strong blow.  Durik was thrown
back several feet onto his tail, barely managing to hang onto his spear.  


Gorgon came forward swinging his hammer in a
downward arc.  Durik, a little dazed, saw the impending danger and rolled back,
bringing his spear up with both hands in front of him.  There was a loud crack
as shaft met shaft.  Both the spear and the hammer broke simultaneously.  Durik
winced as he expected the head of the hammer to slam into his face.  Instead of
hitting his face, however, the padded wooden hammerhead did not break free of
the shaft, bending instead on its green shaft around one half of the spear
shaft.


Durik opened his eyes and realized that the head
of Gorgon’s hammer and the bottom half of his spear shaft were intertwined,
rendering both useless and leaving the part of the spear shaft with the tip on
it untangled in his left hand.  Gorgon was staring dumbly at his broken hammer
and did not seem to realize the danger he was in.  Quickly, before Gorgon was
able to grasp the situation, Durik cocked the short spear shaft in his hand and
stabbed upwards toward Gorgon’s stomach.  Gorgon exhaled sharply as the wooden
tip drove into his stomach.  The trainer raised one hand and pointed at Durik
with the other.


“Gorgon takes second place and gains four points toward
the cup!” boomed the announcer.  “Victory in the melee weapons trial goes to
Durik, who gains six points toward the cup!”  There were loud cheers from the
crowd and applause.  Durik, gathering his senses and getting on his feet,
turned to face the crowd.  The trainer grabbed his hand and raised it.  The
crowd erupted in cheers.  


Behind Durik as the crowd began to quiet,
breathing heavily and obviously frustrated, Gorgon came up and patted him on
the shoulder, the rage of the moment now past.  “Good job, Durik,” he
complimented.  “You surprise me.  You handle the pressure of this thing well.”


“Thanks, Gorgon,” Durik answered.  “You’re very
strong.  I’m glad you’re my friend.  Though for a moment there I wasn’t so sure,”
Durik remarked with some concern in his voice.


“Hmpf.  Nothing like a good competition to get
your juices flowing,” Gorgon replied grumpily and perhaps a little sheepishly,
knowing that he had lost control of himself and could have possibly killed
Durik if that last blow had landed as he intended.


Around them, the rest of the yearlings knew
clearly where they stood; Durik, Gorgon, and Keryak had all scored, and so
their place as warriors was assured, while Trallik, Arbelk, Jerrig, and Troka
all had yet to score points or a kill.  If they failed to do so in the
remaining trials, then tradition was clear; at the end of these trials they
would be relegated to the servant caste.


 





 


Manebrow stood on the trainers’ stand, observing
the competition with much interest.  After a year of training these young
kobolds, there was rarely anything they did that surprised him.  However, he
was surprised at how well Durik had handled the pressures of the crowd and the
competition in the face of a superior opponent, and how Gorgon had been
seemingly distracted by it all.  After several years of training, he had seen
many a competitor fail to keep his composure and do less than he was capable
of.  


Gorgon, on the other hand, was no one to be
trifled with and, in the scrap that was the scouting event, his strength and
talent would give him a significant edge over the rest.  That was, of course,
only if he could keep his head about him.


No matter how the competition went, Manebrow could
already see how the strengths and weaknesses exhibited this day could play out
in the quest that was to come.  Silently, he wished that he’d had even more
time to work with these yearlings before this day.  Once they made warrior caste,
they would pay little heed to what he had to say.  Manebrow sighed.  Ever it
was so.  The young rarely listened to their elders once they felt that they’d
achieved something on their own, that is until they’d fallen on their tails as
a result of their own folly and needed tending after.  Deep in his heart he
knew that this learning must occur, and intensely hoped that the cost of it
wouldn’t be too dear.
















Chapter 16
– The Ranged Weapons Trial


The
seven yearlings stood in a line facing the stands at one end of the long, clear
portion of the arena on the opposite side from the trainer’s stand.  A short
distance in front of them stood a line of orc-sized bags of sand.  Staggered at
various distances behind the bags were many similar bags.  Overall, there were seven
lanes with six bags spaced about every twenty paces.  Behind the yearlings was
a large weapons rack with seven bows, seven quivers of arrows, and two large
bundles of javelins.


From Lord Karthan’s box the announcer began, “The
objective of the ranged weapons trial is to hit the most targets with the least
projectiles.  Each target has red areas and blue areas painted on it.  Hitting
the red part on a target is a kill.  Two blue hits on the same target are equal
to a kill.  Each yearling can use two javelins for the first target.  For the
remaining five targets, each yearling’s quiver has seven arrows.  He who scores
the most kills using the least ammunition wins!”


As the announcer ended, the trainer turned to the
yearlings.  “Get one javelin each!”  he announced, followed by “From left to
right, attack your first target!”


The dull murmur of the crowd on the other side of
the cavern was a constant backdrop as Jerrig, the first on the left, hefted his
javelin and prepared to throw.  “Redemption time,” he said as he prepared to
throw.  Standing several paces back from the line, Jerrig seemed to be
concentrating, almost focusing on the javelin rather than the target.  After a
couple of seconds, he ran forward to the line, throwing the javelin with all
his might.  He stopped, watching the javelin fly gracefully through the air.


“Not bad, Jerrig,” Trallik said.  “No wobble. 
I’ll have to beat you, though.  I do hope you understand.”  The javelin that
Jerrig had thrown seemed almost to accelerate toward the target.  Downrange,
the first target, painted alternately red at the heart, neck, and stomach and
blue everywhere else, seemed almost aware of the hit it was about to take. 
With a solid thump, the javelin thrust deeply into a blue area of the target,
just below the neck patch.  The assistant trainer called the hit.  The buzz in
the audience remained unchanged.


Jerrig, shaking his head, grabbed a second javelin
and approached the line a second time.  Facing the target, Jerrig ran forward
and released the second javelin with all his might.  It flew through the air
gracefully, but with a slight wobble.  Stepping back, he watched it intensely
as it flew threw the air.  He lifted one hand almost as if he were trying to
guide it while it flew.


“He’ll be lucky if that one strikes on target,”
muttered Gorgon.


As they watched, Jerrig’s second javelin, slight
wobble seeming to correct as it flew, struck the red heart patch on his target
squarely.  The crowd roared their approval.


“Such luck!” cried Gorgon.


“Luck!?” Jerrig feigned sounding hurt.  “That’s
pure skill!”  The rest of the yearlings laughed nervously.  Throwing javelins
was not as easy as it looked to the uninitiated.


The trainer raised one hand with two fingers
extended and pointed to Jerrig with the other.  The announcer boomed “One kill
in two javelins for Jerrig.”


Troka and Arbelk both struck the targets with one
javelin, both in blue areas.  However, both of them missed with their second
javelin.  Having lost in the first round of the melee weapons trial, both of
them were starting to get a bit demoralized.


Gorgon did better, but not as well as Jerrig.  At
the end of his turn, he had a kill by two blue hits.  Durik and Keryak fared
similarly.  When it came to Trallik’s turn, however, it was obvious that he felt
he was the undisputed master of the javelin.  Strutting forward with a look of
pure confidence, Trallik hefted the javelin.  Feeling its weight and balance
for a second, he turned and ran quickly forward to the line.  Throwing it in
one graceful motion, with no wobble it sped forward to strike in the center of
the red throat patch of the target.  The crowd cheered loudly at the display of
skill.  Trallik turned, feeling vindicated for his losses in the melee weapons
trial.  In his mind thoughts of winning this competition again began to flow
through his head.


“Yearlings, retrieve your bows and quivers!”
commanded the trainer.  In unison, the seven yearlings walked to the weapons
rack and picked up bows and quivers.  “Approach the line.”  The trainer paused
as they complied.  “From left to right, fire at all targets before ending your
turn.”


Jerrig readied his bow.  He steadied himself to
focus on the second target, monitoring his breathing and carefully measuring
the arch of the arrow’s flight in his mind.  He released the arrow with no
great motion, letting it spring forth almost of its own accord.  The arrow flew
straight and true to the target a mere forty paces to his front.  With simple
precision it struck the center of the red heart patch.


Jerrig’s next arrow was similarly placed.  Calmly,
one arrow after another, Jerrig eventually scored four kills in a row with one
arrow each.  Now came the last of his targets.  As he drew back, something in
his arm cramped and he released the arrow prematurely.  It flew low and
skittered through the dirt.  Cursing and shaking his wrist, Jerrig looked at
his wrist in frustration.  After a moment, he picked up his sixth arrow and
aimed.  His right wrist was shaking slightly as he drew the bowstring.  He
fired and the arrow flew, striking the blue of the final target.  Jerrig was
holding his wrist now and flexing it.  It was obvious that he was having some
sort of problem.  


“Do you forfeit your last arrow, Jerrig” asked the
trainer.


“I do not,” he answered, taking the last arrow
from the quiver.  With shaking hand, he aimed the final arrow, drawing back the
string as far as his wrist could take it.  When he released, it was obvious
that the fluid control of before was not there.  The arrow flew wide, striking
the dirt next to the final target.  Jerrig, muttering to himself, stepped back
from the line.


Troka, with his long arms and tall frame, used a
longer bow than the others, but it didn’t help him much.  At the end of his
seven arrows, he had only three of five kills, one of them by two hits in the
blue.  Arbelk’s count was the same, though two of his three kills were from
blue kills.  


When it came to Gorgon’s turn, the crowd was ready
to see skill and mastery.  With deadly accuracy, Gorgon hit the targets, one by
one, in the red heart patch of each, until the last and furthest target. 
Letting what he thought was his last arrow fly, he turned to face the crowd. 
When the crowd cried in dismay instead of cheering him, he turned to see that
the arrow had struck the blue below the heart patch.  Embarrassed at his
overconfidence, Gorgon quickly aimed his sixth arrow at the target and fired. 
The haste of his shot caused Gorgon’s shot to wobble slightly, but it still
struck true in the red throat patch.  The crowd roared its approval at six
kills.


Durik then stepped forward to the line and laid
the quiver on the ground at his feet.  He drew one arrow from the quiver.  As
Durik prepared to fire, the crowd grew silent.  Having won the melee weapons
trial, the gen was waiting to see if he would dominate the ranged weapons trial
also.  Calmly, despite the storm of expectations, Durik drew back the string
and fired, striking a direct hit in the throat patch of the first target.  


Up in the Lord’s Box, Lord Karthan noticed his
daughter’s slightly stronger interest in Durik’s performance, or perhaps in the
bronze-scaled yearling himself.  “Kiria,” he said, tapping her arm, “they’re
all performing rather well today, don’t you think?”


Kiria’s intense stare was broken for a moment and
she seemed to blush slightly under delicate rust-red scales.  “Yes, father.” 
After a moment, she continued watching, though a bit more reservedly.


The crowd murmured and buzzed with talk.  The
second and third targets Durik struck in the throat patch as well.  The fourth
one, aiming a little lower, he struck in the red abdomen spot.  


As he readied himself for the final target, the
crowd grew silent.  With calm precision, Durik drew back the string, aimed, and
fired.  The arrow flew gracefully through the air.  With a solid thud, it
landed just low of center in the red heart patch.  The crowd cheered with
approval as Durik stepped back from the line.


“Showoff!” Keryak exclaimed as he stepped forward.


“You’re just jealous,” retorted Durik.


“Got that right!” Keryak came back with a smile. 
“Some have all the luck.  If I do that well, I’ll be prancing around in front
of all of you calling you whelps!”


Keryak drew an arrow and dropped his quiver to the
ground.  He knew that if Trallik matched Durik’s performance with the bow, the
only way he would make it in the top three would be if he either tied Gorgon,
then beat him on the rematch, or if he matched Durik’s performance.  Breathing
in a heavy breath, Keryak aimed, breathed out slowly, then fired.  His first
shot was right on target.  Keryak’s second, third, and fourth shots were
equally on target, striking the red heart patch square on.  Last of all was the
farthest target that all but Durik had had problems with.


“Nothing to it but to do it, Keryak,” Durik said.


“Easy for you to say” he retorted, fixing the
target in his mind.  Carefully, slowly, and deliberately he brought the bow up
and aimed at the target.  With a careful ease, he released the bowstring and
sent the arrow on its way.  It seemed like the arrow flew for minutes, though
it was only a couple of seconds, during which Keryak held his breath.  Finally,
the arrow struck the target… in the blue below the heart patch.  Keryak
sighed.  He bent down and got his sixth arrow from the quiver.  Carefully, he
aimed it then fired.  This one too struck the blue just below the heart patch. 
Keryak’s only hope to place in the top three was if Trallik did as bad.  He
returned to the line.


“Hmm… Well, I guess no taunts about us being
whelps, then,” Durik said.


“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Keryak answered.  “There’s
still the third trial.”


Trallik was very confident in his abilities with
the bow, and it showed.  He strode forward confidently and assumed a firer’s
stance.  Aiming his first shot, he struck clearly in the exact center of the
throat patch.  His second, third and fourth shots also struck the throat
patches.  Carefully aiming his fifth arrow, Trallik released.  It struck dead
center in the throat patch.  The chamber reverberated with the cheers of the
crowd.  His skill obvious, and his victory in the ranged weapons trial
complete, Trallik turned and bowed to the crowd.  His fellow yearlings groaned,
but if Trallik heard them over the roar of the crowd, it did not show.


As the crowd roared, Durik looked about for the
barrel Keryak’s father had described bringing to the arena.  The stress of the
first two trials was over, and thoughts of the plans that Troll had alluded to
returned.  Suddenly his eyes settled on what had to be the barrel Kyro had
described, right there between the beams at the base of the trainer’s stand. 
Durik chewed his lip as he looked over the warped wooden poles from a distance;
clearly there was nothing menacing about them.  In fact, they were of such
inferior quality to all the rest of the wooden practice weapons that they
hadn’t bothered to pull even one of them out for the melee weapons trial.


“Gorgon is third and gains one point by scoring
six kills in two javelins and six arrows,” the announcer’s voice boomed out as
the arena quieted, bringing Durik back to the moment.  “Durik is second and
gains two points by scoring six kills in two javelins and five arrows.  Trallik
is first and gains three points by scoring six kills in one javelin and five
arrows,” the announcer’s voice boomed once the crowd died down.  “Overall,
Durik is now in first place with eight points, followed by Gorgon with five. 
Trallik has three and Keryak has two!”


 
















Chapter 17
– Second Meal


The
entire gen emptied the stadiums for a short time before the final event; the scouting
trial.  Almost everyone made their way back to their respective homes, be they
a ragged tent in a large cavern or a separate cave carefully carved into the
rock walls, well appointed with flagstone and boar fur rugs.  It was time for a
long second meal for the spectators, so the yearlings could check their equipment
one last time to make sure everything was in good order and tied down, so as
not to make an accidental noise.  


In the order of the three competitions, most
important was the scouting trial with each place worth three points, second in
importance was the melee weapons trial with each place worth two points, and
last in importance was the ranged weapons trial, each place being worth only
one point.  Speculation could be seen in the seven yearlings’ eyes around the
circle in the sub-chambers of the arena as they prepared their equipment and
ate.  Though most of the yearlings knew that they now had very little chance of
winning the title of elite warrior, everyone still had the chance of placing in
the top three.  


So far, Durik had led them all in his prowess this
day, followed closely by Gorgon.  However, the winner of the final trial would
end up with nine points.  Durik and Gorgon would both have to place in order to
have any chance of winning the first place cup, and the title of elite warrior
that normally came with it.  All of the yearlings could clearly remember the
last few Trials of Caste, and how the scouting trial had upset things and made
a winner out of a clear underdog more than once in the recent past.  If there
was anything sure about the trials it was that the results of the final trial
could not be foretold.


The first part of the competition was over now,
and the effects of how they’d done up to this point could be seen in the demeanor
of the yearlings.  Gorgon, Durik, Trallik and Keryak all had looks of various
degrees of confidence and contentment on their faces as they sat with open
bags, taking second meal in the bowels of the arena.  Durik and Keryak joked
about what had occurred up to this point, whereas Trallik looked supremely
proud of his taking first place in the ranged weapons trial.  Gorgon, on the
other hand, finished eating as quickly as possible so that he could spend more
time on his gear, ensuring that it was in the best shape possible and silenced,
to provide him the best edge possible in the upcoming scouting trial.


Watching all this, Troka was less than enthused. 
He, Arbelk, and Jerrig sat in various states of discontentment as they munched
on shelf fungus and reflected on the hand that fate seemed to be dealing them
in the trials.  While Arbelk seemed to be the least concerned about his
performance, and Jerrig seemed to be almost happy that he hadn’t made a fool of
himself in front of the entire gen, Troka on the other hand was rather upset.


It always seemed to him that his lot in life was
to be second-best.  After all, despite being the tallest of the group by quite
a bit he was at best second strongest, after Gorgon.  Despite being excellent
with the two-handed sword, the highest he’d gotten in the practice tournaments
was second place.  Even worse than second best, despite his dedication and
practice, it seemed to him now that he was destined to become a no-points
warrior, that is, a warrior who scored no points in the trials.  At this point
he’d settle for second-best!


As he thought about it, he really wasn’t looking
forward to coming home to his parents, having won no points in the trials.  He
knew his father would still be proud of him either way, but that just wasn’t
the point.  His father had not only scored, he had gained his elite warrior
status in the Patrol Guard by winning the trials of caste several years ago,
and as if to make matters worse, it had been in a year where there had been
nearly four times as many yearlings competing for it.  Troka shook his head in
despair and frustration.  Standing up, he paced the floor muttering about how
the Fates had spat upon him this day.


Hearing Troka complain, Jerrig spoke up.  “Come
now, Troka,” he started, “don’t you think you’re being a bit hard on yourself?”


“Jerrig, do you have any idea what my father will
say about all this, or even worse, what my younger brothers will think about me
now?”  Without realizing it, Troka had spoken much louder than he had intended,
and all six of the other yearlings were now looking at him.  Bowing his head in
embarrassment, Troka sat back down next to Jerrig and Arbelk and began munching
on the cap of shelf fungus in his hand.


After a moment, he spoke again, this time much
softer.  “My father won this competition many years ago.  All my life he’s been
a highly respected member of the Patrol Guard because of it.”  Troka sighed and
shook his head, then continued, “I just don’t want to end up worse off than my
father.  He expects so much of me.  I just don’t want to let him down.”


Being less than fully socially aware, Arbelk
laughed sarcastically, shattering the heartfelt moment, “Ha!  At least your
father cares.  My father has troubles even remembering which of all his sons I
am!”


Needless to say, Arbelk’s words did little to calm
Troka’s troubled emotions.  Seeing the pain Troka was going through, Jerrig
decided to try and lift his spirits somewhat.  


“You’ve done fine, Troka,” Jerrig began.  “After
all, the yearlings back then were much less prepared than warriors are now. 
I’d be proud if I were you.  Your performance in the ranged weapons trial would
have won that trial back in the days when your father won.”  Seeing his words
were having some effect, Jerrig continued, “It’s all this training we’ve had. 
Manebrow’s done so much with the training in this gen, so the older warriors
tell me.  It’s much harder to compete now.  In fact, I’d dare say that just
about any one of us could have won the trial several years ago with the skills
we have now.”


As Jerrig talked, Troka realized the truth of his
words and began the process of letting Jerrig’s perspective calm his heart. 
“Yeah, I guess maybe you’re right,” he muttered.  “I just hope my father sees
it that way.”


Jerrig patted him on the back and nodded, “I’m
sure he will.  I’m sure he will,” he repeated.


“Now the three of us just have to get at least one
kill in the scouting trial,” Arbelk said, oblivious to the mood of his two
companions, “or else we’ll be servant caste.”


 





 


For the leader caste of the gen, it was not to
their houses that they retreated, but to the feast hosted by Lord Karthan to
celebrate the ending of another year.  As the council members walked the smooth
stone passageways and sand covered cavern floors of their gen toward the
council chamber, a messenger arrived from their neighboring gen, the Krall
Gen.  It was obvious from the sweat on him and his wolf that he had taken the
trip in one straight shot, preferring not to rest along the way.


Khazak Mail Fist stopped and conversed with the
slight warrior as the rest of the council members passed through the chamber
where the messenger was dismounting.  Accepting his brief report, Khazak took
the metal tube from him and thanked him.  Having done his duty, the messenger
took his wolf off in the direction of the kennels before retiring to the
quarters the Kale Gen had provisioned for such as him.


Rejoining the group, Khazak could feel the mood in
the council’s feast hall was much lighter than it had been the night before. 
Lord Karthan may think that his open gesture of reconciliation had worked.  Be
that as it may, Khazak thought it more likely that Mynar and Trelkar being
driven from the gen had at least temporarily hamstrung the conspiracy, clearing
the air a bit and allowing everyone to focus on today’s events.


The Trials of Caste was the greatest spectacle of
the year, and everyone looked forward to it.  Though there had been tension
among the council, it seemed inconceivable that anything untoward could be
planned for such a day.  The fact that all council members were present, to
include Khee-lar Shadow Hand and Raoros Fang, led Lord Karthan to believe that,
just perhaps, whatever was being planned had been postponed.  An optimistic
thought crossed Lord Karthan’s mind that maybe, just maybe, Khee-lar had
withdrawn his purposes.  


Whatever the truth was, the assembled council
members seemed to have mostly forgotten the tension of the night before and
were now hotly debating the merits of each of the four top contenders.  Khee-lar
Shadow Hand was of the opinion that Trallik, who was reportedly the best among
them in matters of stealth and had already placed first in the ranged weapons
competition, had a good chance of taking the cup.


Khazak Mail Fist heartily disagreed; “You slinkin’
types always think a dagger in the dark is worth two swords in the light,” he
boomed, slapping the table, “I think that Gorgon whelp will spank your Trallik
handily.”  The image brought raucous laughter from several points around the
council tables.  Khee-lar muttered as he turned back to the drumstick he’d been
working on.  “Come now, Khee-lar, you only favor him because he’s from your
warrior group!” Khazak chided.


“You’re all muscle, Khazak,” Khee-lar replied in a
cold, heartless voice, “and someday that will get you killed.”


The implications of Khee-lar’s bitterness was not
lost on Khazak.  At that moment, however, a fellow councilman was calling for
Khazak’s opinion on Durik.  Khazak was happily diverted and threw himself into
the next hot debate, all the while backing his own opinion that Gorgon would
surely teach these ‘scrawny little whelps’ their lesson and take his true place
at the head of the year-group.


Though betting was not outlawed by Lord Karthan,
he also did not look upon it favorably.  Despite his lack of backing and
participation, several members of the council still upheld this activity that
had been so popular during Lord Karthan’s father’s reign.  The tradition,
however, was not to bet on the final winner until second meal, when the first
half of the trials had already occurred.  The older ones, especially those who
had served under Lord Karthan’s father, bet heavily with anyone who would take
their bets and had the wealth to back it.  


The dialogue at second meal that day certainly had
a lot less to do with the food or anything related to gen politics.  Much
wealth had already changed hands that morning on the results of the first two
trials.  Every minute or two the all too familiar words ‘what’ll you back that
opinion with’ were heard.  One of the oldest and most wealthy council members,
Torgal of the Sundered Skull, who got his honor name in his youth from an
incident with a minotaur where he somehow came out on top, was betting heavily
on Durik winning.  Knowing that Durik was already in the lead, he was still
able to pull in several bets by offering some fine pieces of wooden furniture
he’d had in his chambers since before the wealth from the caravans began to be
distributed more evenly among the members of the gen.  


Khee-lar, on the other hand, was easily able to
secure several small bets on Trallik winning.  Khazak himself wanted much to
take a bet against Trallik.  Only his loyalty to his master, Lord Karthan, kept
him from doing so.


Three of the stoutest council members, the leaders
of the Wolf Riders, the Patrol Guard, and the Metal Smithies, pooled their
resources and were betting heavily on Gorgon taking the cup for the entire
competition.  Several prime boar furs, a fine bear fur, and a couple of
expertly crafted weapons were put up as collateral and placed against Torgal’s
fine furniture.  The four of them argued until the deal was struck that if
neither Durik nor Gorgon won, neither the three leaders nor Torgal would lose,
nor would they gain.  


To this point, Lord Karthan had not interjected. 
He found that, no matter how little control he had over the outcome, whenever
he speculated some of the weaker council members immediately took his
conjecture as a pronouncement of law.  While these displays of loyalty
comforted him, few as they had been of late, he was too smart to let such
things lull him into a false sense of his own inherent rightness.  He knew his
fellow kobolds.  Though he had won the hearts of many of them in the past through
his consistent policies, his leadership through the orc raid crises, and by the
prosperity that had come to the gen under his rule, he was well aware that he’d
made many enemies as well, and then also there was a good number of them that
seemed to go whichever way the political wind blew.  


Lord Karthan was not his father, nor did he fully
support some of the traditions and laws that his father had upheld.  Under his
father most of the wealth of the gen was held by the members of the council. 
Young Karthan, upon taking the position of Lord of the Gen, had abolished the
Laws of Plunder and Wealth his father had instituted which gave all plunder to
the council and all wealth earned through trade to the elite warriors, instead
instituting what he called the new Laws of Merit.  


Under his Laws of Merit, warriors of the gen who
worked were allowed to keep the wealth they earned, which infuriated several of
the elite warriors, who now had to work for a living instead of living off
their warriors’ efforts.  To pay the standing guard, however, all plunder and a
tenth of all merit wealth was given to the council to pay the costs of
supporting the guard and, under a much lower cut, the council members.  There
were a few years of much dissention among his gen after instituting these
rules, during which time he had slept with a long knife under his bear skin
blanket, and more than one head had rolled under the Honor Guards’
broadswords.  But Lord Karthan had seen several of the old council members die,
and many of the new council members he picked were progressive, more
even-handed kobolds who had supported his policies… at one point in time
anyway.


Lord Karthan was no fool, however.  He realized
that there were several there at that moment in the feast he was hosting that
would rather see a return to the old rules.  The real question wasn’t who wanted
it bad enough, as recent events pointed out, but rather who was willing to take
their chances against Lord Karthan, Khazak Mail Fist and his Honor Guard.


Lord Karthan was roused from thought by the
awareness of the gong-ringer asking Khazak Mail Fist permission to ring the
gongs to signal the end of the second meal.  Lord Karthan stood, “Council! 
Come; let us see to the matters of the day.  Then we shall see who has bet on
the correct yearling, and who has lost wealth!”


 





 


“Keryak,” Durik called half under his breath, “I
think I saw the barrel your father was talking about.”


Looking up from the shelf fungus he was holding in
both hands, Keryak swallowed.  “What do we do?”


“It’s got to have something to do with the
conspiracy,” Durik said in a hushed tone.  “We should go see what’s so special
about it.”


Keryak stood up and poured a last gulp from the
waterskin into his open maw, wiping his snout with the other hand.  “Let’s go,”
he said in a low voice as he cleared his throat.


“Where are you going?” Gorgon asked, looking up
from the chunk of boar meat he’d been devouring.  The other yearlings all
looked up as well.


“Nowhere,” Durik said as he pulled Keryak along
with him.


Not satisfied, Gorgon stood up and followed the
pair as they walked ever quicker through the bowels of the arena, soon breaking
into a run then stopping cold at the door into the large open competition area.


“Go back.”  Durik stood up to the larger Gorgon
who had sprinted after them.


“Nothing doing.”  Gorgon shook his head as they
all panted.  “You’re up to something, and I want to know what.”


Durik shook his head and turned back to the door,
opening it and walking through without another word.  Keryak shrugged his
shoulders and followed.


“We’re not supposed to be in here,” Gorgon said as
he looked about the vast expanse of the arena, the light of midday in the world
above pouring through the hole in the roof of the cavern to illuminate the
middle of the sand floor.  Fortunately no one was in sight as the three
yearlings burst into the open.


Durik didn’t answer.  He didn’t have a good answer
and he knew it.  All he had were shadows and threats, and a strange vision that
had left disquiet in its wake, certainly nothing to bring up now.  He pressed
forward without even acknowledging his companions’ presence as Gorgon pressed
Keryak to find out what was happening.


Arriving at the trainers’ stand, Durik immediately
dug into the barrel of warped old sticks.  He was surprised to see the steel
pommels of several sharp swords down inside the barrel, hidden among the
useless wood.  Grabbing one of them, he pulled it out, sheath and all, and
turned around to face his two companions.


“This is what we’re doing out here,” he said as he
drew the polished steel blade.  His two companions both reflexively took a step
backward.  “Someone is setting up an ambush for Lord Karthan,” he said as he
patted the barrel, “and they’re hiding in plain sight.”


Gorgon was stunned by the revelation.  He’d not
heard anything of the insurrection.  


Keryak, on the other hand, stooped into the barrel
and pulled out heavy, barbed throwing darts the size of small spears among the
swords.  “We’ve got to do something with these, Durik,” he said, looking up
from the deadly cache, a pair of the wicked looking projectiles in his hands.


Durik looked about, his gaze stopping at a barrel
of practice weapons next to the circle used for the melee weapons trial. 
Smiling, he looked at his two companions.  “I think I’ve got just the answer.”


 





 


As the council made their way toward the arena,
Lord Karthan and Khazak Mail Fist walked deliberately slower than the rest of
the entourage.  Admiring a rather solidly built chair at a craftsman’s stand
until the rest of the council had passed out of sight, the two leaders turned
and took an alternate path toward the arena, passing down a long passageway
whose walls were covered with one of the soft, spongy fungi eaten by the common
castes of the gen.  The passageway had a sandy floor and no source of light
other than their heat vision.  


In a fungus-lined passageway like this sound was
absorbed instead of amplified.  Once they knew they were alone, the two
leaders’ discussion was brief.


“Khazak, are the preparations ready?” Lord Karthan
asked in a low voice.


Khazak Mail Fist nodded then spoke.  “Sire, all is
as you requested.  The messenger that just arrived brought Lord Krall’s
acceptance, still sealed with his seal.  None but the few who are going know
anything, and even they don’t know the actual truth, but rather a cover story
instead.”


“Is it still necessary?” Lord Karthan asked,
almost rhetorically.  “After all, the old servant Krobo is in your jail, Mynar
the Sorcerer and Trelkar of the Deep Guard have both fled, and Khee-lar Shadow
Hand seems hamstrung without them.”


“Sire, with the attempts on your life last night,
and with Trelkar on the loose still, I do not think it prudent to wait until
morning,” Khazak replied.  “The winds of Fate blow both ways, my lord.  They
could just as easily blow right back against you.  If the next moon or two
proves this conspiracy put down and if Trelkar and Mynar prove no further
menace, then you can recall them with an assurance of safety.”


After struggling to decide for a moment, finally
Lord Karthan acknowledged the truth of Khazak’s counsel and nodded.  “They will
be disappointed,” he sighed.  “Then tonight, I guess, right after the Trials of
Caste?”


“Yes, sire, all is ready to depart immediately.  And… 
I will personally see to their safety.”


Lord Karthan’s brow rose.  “Then you will
go?”


“Sire, I have never left you in your times of
troubles before, but if it is your will, I will do it.  I just hope that if
there is any further trouble, that all the fun doesn’t start until I have made
my delivery and returned.”


“You’re a true warrior and friend,” Lord Karthan
answered.  “And, please, don’t worry about me.  I’m sure there will be plenty
of ‘fun’ left when you return.  Besides, if we are right, and Trelkar left to
meet up with some source of support from outside the gen, it may be that this
move will reveal that source of support, and allow us to destroy or capture it,
and thereby any chance of success for Trelkar and his fellow conspirators.”


“Sire, you can’t understate Khee-lar’s
involvement,” Khazak said in a moment of unabashed honesty, his normal
subservient manner giving way to the knowledge that he would be leaving his
master soon.  “I know he is your lifemate’s brother, may she rest with the
ancestors, and I know we’ve no direct evidence other than his own fiery speech-making,
but the servant never goes where the master does not command.  Trelkar is
Khee-lar Shadow Hand’s chief elite warrior.  He can’t be organizing such a
large conspiracy without his master’s help.”


Lord Karthan struggled with his feelings for a
moment, his gaze wandering as he sighed deeply.  Finally, he looked back at
Khazak.  “In my heart I know what you say is true; Khee-lar surely is central
to this conspiracy.  Before we chased Trelkar and Mynar from the gen he had
become brazen, insubordinate…”


“And dangerous, sire,” Khazak finished.  “Watch
your back.  He may come at you when you least expect it.  He’ll not take your
gesture of peace; he’s just waiting for his opportunity to strike.”


Looking Khazak in the eyes with a deep look of
resignation, Lord Karthan replied: “When that happens, we will have no choice
but to act, will we?”


Khazak bowed his head, knowing Lord Karthan’s
feelings of hope for the brother of his dead lifemate.  Breathing deeply, Lord
Karthan turned and, laying a hand on Khazak’s brawny shoulder for emotional support,
began to shuffle along the passage.  The pair walked along the narrow
passageway in silence for several moments, but the conspiracy was not the only
matter that Khazak had to address with his lord.  Finally, Khazak Mail Fist’s
concern broke the silence.  “Sire, if I may, one other thing,” he started.


Lord Karthan had little emotional strength left at
the moment.  “What concerns you, chamberlain?”


“Sire, the report that Raoros Fang’s outriders
gave of a new great ant colony moving into our valley to the south of the
caravan route… and the Krall Gen caravan herders’ knowledge of this threat…”


Lord Karthan held up a hand and cut Khazak Mail
Fist off in mid sentence.  Pausing for a second to steady his aching emotions,
he spoke.  “Khazak, I know what advice you would give me, but there is more to
this quest for the Kale Stone than even you know, my most loyal and informed of
supporters.  While investigating this new threat may be a worthy quest, I will
not change the yearlings’ designated quest.  After all, I can’t imagine that
this great ant threat could be so vast, not without us noticing it long before
now.”  


“But my lord, his outriders said they saw hundreds
of these great ants streaming into the valley from the southern mountain
passes,” Khazak persisted.


Lord Karthan stopped and held up his hand again. 
“Then Raoros Fang can very well send another patrol out there to better assess
the situation.  It would be a much better thing for him to focus on, wouldn’t
you agree?  After all, I think we all know how one enemy can turn into tens of
enemies, and how a handful of enemies can turn into hundreds if one is scared
enough.  I don’t think chasing down some rogue ant hill is worthy of being
deemed a quest.”


“Yes, my lord,” Khazak answered, knowing he was
not going to sway his lord’s opinion.  They both turned and resumed walking.


After a few moments of awkward silence, Lord
Karthan felt the need to explain his reasoning for giving the yearlings what
many had argued was a pointless quest.  They had been through much together,
and consistently Khazak had proved himself to be Lord Karthan’s most loyal
supporter and most trusted advisor.  “Khazak, my friend, I wish I could explain
it to you adequately, but there is more at work here than I can explain.  I
feel a strange certainty that the Kale Stone will be found… and that great
power will be brought to us because of it.”  After a moment of silence and
pondering, Lord Karthan continued his thoughts, “Power perhaps to bring peace
to our gen for generations to come.”  He stopped and faced his chamberlain,
putting a hand on his arm.  “I know it’s not the best of explanations, but I
just can’t deny the pull of destiny.”


The big warrior pursed his lips and bowed his
head, his tail swishing submissively behind him.  “Aye, lord.  Then so be it.”


 





 


Ki eyed her lifemate Kormach Manebrow as he broke
the mushroom head into pieces and dipped it in the rat broth she had prepared
for his second meal.  Around the table, their three sons ate noisily and
laughed and played with each other, the action of the trials stirring them up
more than usual on this most exciting of days.  Manebrow sat oblivious to them,
staring intently at his broth.  Behind him, hanging on the wall, were his
everyday crossed shoulder belts and a broad leather waist belt.  Attached to
them were his pouches and a long knife, something that he only did when
teaching the yearlings how to put their kits together.  Additionally his axe,
hanging on the wall, was shining with a new luster.  It was obvious to Ki that
her lifemate had spent a lot of time the night before getting his gear in the
best shape she had seen it in years.  This, the fact that he could not meet her
gaze, and the lack of excitement he showed toward the trials that day gave her
a deep feeling of foreboding.


“I…” she started.  Then, not wanting to broach the
subject, she quickly changed what she was going to say.  “I went to the market
today and picked up a shank of boar meat to celebrate the ending of another
year.”  She watched him intently.


“You know, I’ve been meaning to get that spit of
yours fixed.  I just kept putting it off…” his voice trailed off.  “With what
the council has rewarded me lately, I could have gotten us a small fowl
instead.”


“It’s all right,” she said, trying to smile. 
“We’ve gotten by without it for some time and haven’t missed it a bit.”  She
paused then, breathing deeply and smiling as best she could, she plunged in. 
“Kormach, how is it that you’ve gotten your equipment ready like it is?  I’ve not
seen it so since… well, for a long time.”


Manebrow dropped the piece of mushroom he was
holding.  Pursing his lips, he closed his eyes and breathed deeply.  Then with
sadness in his eyes, he met her gaze, “I’m going away.  I’ll be accompanying
the yearlings on their quest.”


Ki’s jaw trembled and tears began to form in her
eyes.  The three boys stopped their ruckus and looked at their parents,
suddenly sensing something was wrong.  “But… you’re the gen’s trainer.  They’re
not supposed to pick you to go on these quests.  It’s supposed to be the
yearlings!”  Her voice grew more desperate the more she talked.


“I know, Ki.  It was not my choice.  The council
decided that this mission warrants…” he stopped.  “Let’s just say that where
these yearlings are going, they’re going to need all the help they can get.” 
The words stung her, and he knew it.


Ki looked helplessly at her lifemate, then to
their three whelps.  Her heart was in such chaos that she didn’t know whether
to scream or cry.  After a moment of pure shock, she looked at the faces of her
three sons, each of them watching her every reaction, and she knew that she
must be strong.


“Ki… sons… I must go now.  I must be there before
the third trial starts to ensure the weapons are placed correctly.”  With that
he stood up from the table and, walking past Ki, he stooped to whisper in her
ear, “I love you, my dearest.  I will be careful.  We’ll talk more later.”


His words left little comfort in her heart as he
parted the fabric of the tent door and padded through the sand toward the great
cavern’s main exit into the rest of the cavern complex.  As his footsteps
receded into the distance, Ki fought against the sense of helplessness that was
threatening to overtake her and turned to see the disturbed faces of her three
young whelps.



















Chapter 18
– The Final Trial Begins


The
stands started to fill long before the second gong rang.  From the high
embankment that lifted the steeply sloped stands far above the floor of the
arena, spectators pointed and speculated loudly as the two assistant trainers
for the day pulled a cart full of wooden weapons and pots of water and red
paint to seven points spaced evenly around where the scouting trial would be
conducted, placing an identical assortment of weapons and one pot each of red
paint and water at each of the points, then turning their attention to the
various devices in the center of the seeming tangle of obstacles and netting.


Slightly off to the left of center, closest to the
spectator stands, was the sand ring where the melee weapons trial had been
conducted.  Servant caste kobolds had worked at the beginning of second meal to
disassemble the weapons racks and haul them off into the sub-chambers of the
arena, leaving the barrel of weapons untouched in case they were needed to
break a tie.


On the far left of the cavern from the sand ring
was the ranged weapons competition area.  The orc-sized bags of sand still
dotted the length of it, slumped from the blows of the javelins and arrows.


To the right of the two other trial areas, and
stretching out to encompass the entire right half and much of the center of the
arena, was the obstacle course and maze set aside for the scouting trial.  It
was this area that dominated the bulk of the cavern, and it was here that the
greatest part of the drama would be played out.  For several weeks Lord
Karthan’s Honor Guard had spent most of their time taking the wooden
partitions, netting, and obstacles out of storage chambers and setting them up
in this portion of the arena.  Their preparations had been completed only the
night before the competition; the guards that had been in place since the first
night only standing down when Lord Karthan and the council arrived on the
morning of the competition.


The extent of their preparations was very evident
throughout the scouting trial portion of the arena.  The majority of the pieces
that made up the trial area consisted of short wooden partitions, each of which
was less than two kobolds in height.  These were arranged to form a series of
wide passageways covered with sparse netting.  Jutting out of the middle of the
wooden maze at odd intervals were several miscellaneous structures surrounded
by open area, each of which represented the great deeds of past warriors of the
gen.  


Closest to the entrance to the arena was the Orc
Guard Complex added a few years ago after the first successful counter raid
against the orcs.  Past that were the Ruined Bridge, modeled after a battle
from the underdark invasion, and the Tomb of Kor, a modicum of traps and tricks
that had long been a favorite among the spectators.  In the very center of the
scouting area rose the Tower of the Chalice where the cup that would make one
of these kobolds the winner resided, flanked by two open spaces affectionately
known among the warriors as Smoke and Brimstone.  On the far side of the
scouting area were the last three areas, their three open areas forming a
triangle among the tangled maze of passages.  These three were known as the
Crucible and consisted of one single massive wooden construction made up of
platforms, ropes, poles, bridges and such with three bases in three separate
clearings, all arranged to span the entire far right wing of the trial.


The structure where the greatest drama each year
almost always played out was the Tower of the Chalice.  Its three story tall,
open frame stood exposed to the crowd’s view, and the large chest that held the
victor’s cup, locked with eight separate locks, sat on the third story.


Standing above it all, in crows’ nests with an
eagle’s eye view, the two assistant trainers took their places.  A member of
Lord Karthan’s Honor Guard had been placed at each of the obstacles to act as a
judge.  They each looked smart in their highly polished belts, ceremonial
crossed swords over their backs, red flags and white flags in hand.


Sitting conspicuously on the balcony of the
announcer’s booth were seven short clay jugs marked in red dye with the initial
of each yearling’s name in plain view for all to see.  In a large clay pot next
to them sat enough red flags for three kills to be counted against each
yearlings.


 





 


“Where is Durik?” Manebrow asked, the surprise in
his face clearly evident.


“He had something to tell Khazak Mail Fist,”
Keryak answered sheepishly.


“He had… What?  Khazak Mail Fist?”


Gorgon looked about, the rest of the yearlings
were already lined up down the ramp from them.  They had deliberately caught
Manebrow at the top of the ramp, intent on causing as little of a stir as
possible.  Gorgon had insisted on it, as he was skeptical about the whole
insurrection thing.  It was the first he’d heard about any uprising and he
thought it more likely that Durik and Keryak were making it up.


“We found a barrel full of real weapons out on the
arena floor,” Gorgon said.  “We don’t know why it’s there, but Durik thinks
there’s an insurrection brewing, so he went to tell Khazak Mail Fist, since
he’s Lord Karthan’s chamberlain.”


A sudden chill came over Manebrow’s heart.  Stepping
back to the door, he looked out onto the arena floor.  Durik had been waiting
next to the stairs to the Lord’s Box, where he was even now talking with Khazak
Mail Fist, pointing to the barrels at or near the trainers’ stand.


“Gorgon, Keryak,” Manebrow said as he turned to the
two yearlings, a worried look on his face.  “Go get in line.  I’ll be down
shortly.”


Gorgon hadn’t expected this reaction from the
master trainer.  He’d expected skepticism, maybe outright rejection of Durik’s
actions, but not this.


Grabbing Gorgon by the arm, Keryak pulled his
surprised companion back down the ramp to the line of waiting yearlings.


 





 


In precision, the small line of seven yearlings,
led by Durik, jogged up the ramp and into the arena, stopping in unison and
turning to face the master trainer.  Upon finishing the customary inspection of
the yearlings before the main event, Manebrow walked up the stairs to where
Khazak Mail Fist, leader of the Honor Guard and Lord Karthan’s chamberlain, sat
in the Lord’s Box atop the retaining wall.  He received a rolled up parchment
with Lord Karthan’s seal.


Lord Karthan had summoned his personal bodyguard,
a handful of warriors who for some reason were wearing large cloaks, to crowd
into the Lord’s Box with him, Khazak, and his three whelps; Kiria, Karto, and
Lat.  The intent of the move was not lost on the three conspirators; Mynar the
Sorcerer, Troll of the Wolf Riders, and Kort of the Patrol Guard.  The timing
of it seemed rather strange to Khee-lar Shadow Hand, however, as he was not involved
in the conspiracy that day.  Strangely enough, the only one worrying about this
move of Lord Karthan’s was Raoros Fang, for he was not altogether behind the
conspiracy, though he’d allowed his chief elite warrior Troll the warriors he
needed to make the attempt.


Standing there in the line, Durik suddenly noticed
that Kiria was among those in the Lord’s Box.  Suddenly, the emotions from
their brief introduction, and the many thoughts he’d had of her in his spare
moments came rushing back.  Try as he might to fight them off, he was instantly
distracted.  Breathing deeply, he tried hard to regain his focus, his
discipline.  There would be other times to think about such things; not now!


The announcer, who had shifted over to an adjacent
box, took his cue from Lord Karthan and started.  “Lord Karthan’s chamberlain
has reviewed the obstacles and finds them satisfactory for the trial.  Lord
Karthan’s seal is given on the order that the results of these trials shall be
final upon the completion of this trial.  The master trainer will write upon
this scroll the names of those who place and will return it to the chamberlain
for inclusion in the records of the gen.”  The announcer paused.  Manebrow
turned and began to walk back to the yearling group, parchment in hand.  The
announcer continued.


“The winner of the scouting event is that kobold
who takes the cup from the Tower of the Chalice.  Each of the eight keys must
be brought from the eight challenge areas to the Tower of the Chalice to obtain
the cup.  By mandate of the Lord of the Gen, keys may only be kept in four
places: either at an obstacle, on a yearling’s person, dropped clearly in the
sand with the rest of a kobold’s equipment when ‘killed,’ or in the chest at
the top of the Tower of the Chalice.  In other words, a yearling may not hide a
key from his fellow competitors.


“As only one kobold may win the cup, this is also
a test of combat prowess.  Unlike the melee weapons trial, all weapons have
fresh red paint on their deadly parts.  As in the melee weapons trial, a hit to
a limb means loss of use of that limb until the yearling is either killed or until
the yearling returns to his starting point and washes the mark off.”  


The announcer looked at the crowd to ensure he was
being heard, then continued, “Each of the kobolds may suffer three kills.  Upon
the first and second time of receiving a killing blow, the kobold must
immediately drop all items and return to his starting point.  If that kobold
has a key, he must immediately drop it also.”


Down in the line, the seven yearlings had all
heard these rules a number of times, so Durik’s mind began to wander.  He
wondered if Kiria was looking at him.  Moving his eyes ever so slightly, he
suddenly met her gaze and knew that she was looking just at him.


It was an electric moment, and Kiria quickly
dropped her gaze, blushing with the realization she had been caught staring. 
Durik stood a little taller, however, as he breathed in deeply and riveted his
eyes back to the front.


The announcer cleared his voice and continued,
“Judges will hold up a red flag when a kill is scored.  Kobolds receiving a
third kill will drop all equipment and proceed immediately to the trainer’s
stand.  


“The second to last kobold to return to the
trainer’s stand takes third place.  The last one to return to the trainer’s
stand takes second place.  If the last kobold standing cannot obtain the cup
within one candle’s burning of becoming the last kobold standing, then all
kobolds shall have one flag removed from the clay jugs that record their kills,
and shall return to the competition.  In the case that there are two or more
kobolds standing besides the one who pulls the cup from the chest and thereby
ends the trial, a melee weapons trial shall decide second and third place. 
Such is the pattern of this trial.”


As the announcer finished his explanation of the
rules, Manebrow straightened and turned to face Lord Karthan, “My lord, the
yearlings are prepared.”


“Start the final trial, master judge.”


With a command from Manebrow, the yearlings turned
as one and ran in a line toward the first of seven starting points.  At the
first one, the one closest to Lord Karthan’s stand, Durik broke off and, taking
spear in hand, he stood to face the obstacles of the scouting trial.  


Gorgon stopped at the next point on the perimeter
of the ring.  As he measured the weight of the padded wooden mallet he found
there in his hands, he looked over at Durik.  It was obvious to anyone watching
him that Durik’s lead only motivated Gorgon even more.


Once the remaining five yearlings positioned
themselves around the ring, Manebrow lifted a white flag.  The trainers in the
crows’ nests scattered around the various obstacles held their white flags up
in recognition.  With a look to the announcer, Manebrow dropped his flag.


Throughout the chamber, the announcer’s voice
boomed, “Let the trial begin!”


 


 


Keryak had picked a spear from his point around
the perimeter of the arena.  Being on the far side of the arena behind the
obstacles, much of the crowd and all the rest of the yearlings couldn’t see
him, except for Trallik far to his right and Arbelk far to his left.  As the
announcer gave the signal starting the competition, Keryak looked to his left. 
Arbelk had already selected a wooden sword and shield from his point, and was
now heading at a dead run into one of the passages of the obstacle course. 
“That squatter, I know what he’ll do,” Keryak muttered under his breath,
“Ten-to-one says he’s headed straight for the Tower of the Chalice to ambush
people and scavenge their hard earned keys.”  Keryak shook his head and turned
to run toward the passages himself.


Out of the corner of his eye, Keryak saw something
flying toward him very quickly.  Acting out of pure reflex, he brought his
short fighting spear around in an attempt to knock it away.  


Trallik’s javelin landed with a solid ‘thump’ on
Keryak’s left shoulder.


 





 


From one of the crows’ nests, a trainer raised a
red flag and yelled “Keryak!”  Some in the crowd cheered.  Durik was already in
the passageway between the Tomb of Kor and Brimstone.  He paused briefly,
surprised that his friend had been the first kill, and in such a short time.  


Durik had gone a bit to the left, hoping to avoid
Gorgon for the present, figuring that if someone else could score a kill on
Gorgon first, he’d have a much better chance of taking the cup.  Even though
he’d seen Gorgon head straight toward the Crucible, Durik paused for several
moments to make sure that Gorgon hadn’t doubled back in an attempt to come at
him from behind.  His mind was spinning, thinking about what the other
yearlings would be trying to do and where they’d be heading.  After a while, he
decided that Gorgon hadn’t decided to follow him and he began to make his way toward
the center of the obstacle mass that was the scouting trial.  As he ran lightly
through the cool sand of the passageway between the wooden partitions, he could
see one of the trainers in the crows nests above him watching the Tomb of Kor
obstacle area to his left intently.


“Hmm…” he muttered to himself, “I got it!  Watch
the watchers!”  Knowing that Trallik was on his left just a minute ago, and
figuring that no one else could have made it there this quickly, Durik took a
left turn at the first branch in the passageway.  The wooden partition
passageway weaved a bit, then coming into view Durik could see a large wooden
palisade of rough cut wooden logs in the center of a small clearing.  Knowing
that Trallik was expert with the javelin, he approached the entrance to the clearing
cautiously, not sure where Trallik could be hiding.  He was sure that he could
best Trallik in close combat, but it was getting in close with him that was the
hard part.


From the entrance to the clearing, he saw Trallik
about twenty paces in front of him working on the front door of the palisade
that was the outer wall of the tomb.  He was carefully examining the bar on the
front of the door.  Above the door and Trallik’s head was a wooden platform
filled with sand bags.  It was an obvious trap, and Trallik was being cautious.


Durik toyed with the idea of throwing his spear
while Trallik was so focused on the task of finding the tripping mechanism on
the door and disarming it.  Then he thought better of the idea and decided to
see whether or not Trallik could disarm the trap.  After several moments
Trallik stood back, leaving the pole he was using to try to force the mechanism
lodged in the crack in the door, and scratched his head.  Durik knew that if
any of them could disarm a trap, it was surely Trallik.  Then the thought came
to him that perhaps, even though they were competitors, he didn’t have to fight
Trallik at that moment.  Perhaps they could work together to gain the key from
this obstacle.  After a moment more of watching Trallik think, Durik stepped
out from the passageway.


Trallik turned quickly, checking to make sure both
wooden daggers were in his belt then quickly grabbing his javelin from where
he’d left it leaning against the wall, hoisting it to shoulder height.  “Don’t
worry,” Durik said with his hands outstretched, “I’m not here to fight you.  I
see that you may need help.”  


Trallik looked at Durik quizzically.  “You…
what?”  Trallik asked, puzzled.


“Look, this is supposedly the most complex
obstacle in the Trials, right?” Durik began.  Trallik slowly nodded, keeping
his javelin at the ready.  “Well,” Durik continued, “why don’t we break it
together?”


“There’s only one key, Durik,” Trallik countered,
cocking his arm back.


“Wait!” Durik put up a hand.  “You can have it!”


Trallik paused, not sure whether to trust Durik or
not.  He cocked his head to the side and examined Durik through squinted eyes. 
If there was one fault that Trallik thought Durik had, it was that he was too
trusting.  He knew that Durik would be true to his word.  If he played his
cards right, Trallik was sure that he could get not only a key out of this
obstacle, but perhaps more.  After a moment of consideration, Trallik broke the
silence, “Well, you only live one life,” Trallik said, flashing a sly, toothy
grin.  


“Or in this case, three!” Durik replied.  They
both laughed.  Durik looked at how Trallik had been prying on the rope
fastening that held the trap in place above the door and, after feeling around
the opening, found a small bar that he put into place above the pole.  As it
fell into place, the snap of two pieces of metal fastening together could be
heard.  “I believe this will hold the pole in place as we open the door, so
that we don’t slip and accidentally trigger the trap.”


“Either that or you just locked it,” Trallik
remarked.


“I guess we’ll see soon enough.”


As one, the two young kobolds put all their weight
onto the pole, looking cautiously above them, watching to ensure the trapdoor
didn’t let loose the bags of sand.  As they heaved, they felt the weight on the
pole increase greatly as the rope came free of its mooring.  As they struggled,
Trallik kicked the doors open and, on a count of three, the two young kobolds
released the pole and jumped inside, just clearing the entranceway as the bags
of sand dropped heavily behind them, releasing clouds of sand and dust.


Coughing and wiping their eyes, the two could see
a large inner chamber beyond the entrance.  The floor was covered with tar
except for the small platform at the entrance where they both had landed. 
Signs posted in the tar declared the floor to be a “bottomless pit.”  Throughout
the chamber were wide stumps of various heights, which generally seemed to lead
upwards to the other end of the chamber.  Above it all in the wall at the other
end of the chamber, through the dust clouds the bags of sand had released, they
could see the door to the next part of the obstacle.


Durik looked at Trallik.  “Well, I guess we’d
better not touch the tar.”


Trallik coughed, “Ungh… yeah.”


 





 


Keryak padded lightly around the perimeter of the
obstacles toward the entrance nearest to the smoke obstacle.  In one hand the
young kobold held a spear, in the other a bow.  Over his back was a quiver with
five padded-tipped arrows in it.  As he reached the entrance to the passageway,
he took a couple of steps back and saw again the small plumes of smoke rising
from the various holes in the hide roof that covered the smoke obstacle.  He
was sure this was the way that would lead him there.


Keryak, like all the other yearlings, had
intensely questioned last year’s yearling group once they returned from the
proofing of their trial.  Of all the descriptions of the obstacles and tactics
that the previous group had mentioned, the one that stuck clearest in his mind
was the description of how easy the smoke obstacle was.  “Just crawl in below
the level of the smoke,” Terrim, one of last year’s new warrior caste had
said.  “The key should be lying in the middle of the floor, unless they change
it that is.  Just find it, and get out without passing out.  That’s it.”


“Father always told me to work smarter, not harder,”
Keryak muttered to himself as he ran lightly down the passageway toward the
hide door of the smoke obstacle.  


Suddenly, from the shadows of an intersecting
passageway ahead of him, Keryak spotted something moving.  He stopped cold,
almost tripping in the process.  Moving quickly, he flattened himself against
the nearest wooden panel in the passageway, disappearing behind the bend in the
passageway.  


Keryak stuck his spear in the sand and leaned it
against the panel.  Slowly, and as quietly as he could, he drew an arrow out of
the quiver on his back and nocked the arrow in his bow.  At that moment, he
heard footsteps in the passage ahead of him.  Drawing the string back quickly,
Keryak stepped out into the passageway and drew the string back to his ear. 
Not more than ten steps ahead of him Troka, long wooden sword grasped in both
hands, was running toward him at full speed.


Troka’s eyes grew wide as he stared at Keryak in
disbelief.  He quickly threw his sword to the side and lifted his arms up to
shield his face.  With a solid thump, Keryak’s arrow pummeled Troka square in
the chest, the red dye leaving a large mark.  From above, the trainer in the
crows nest held up a red flag and yelled “Troka.”  Leaving the sword where it
lay, Troka ran out of the obstacles with his first kill against him.


Keryak recovered his arrow, and, taking his spear
in hand, continued toward the smoke obstacle, running past the intersecting
passageway that Troka had just come from.  He was so excited about having made
his first kill that he didn’t even see Jerrig until after he felt the javelin
knock the wind out of him from behind and throw him to the ground.


For his part, Jerrig was ecstatic that he had
gotten a kill, and so his place in the warrior caste was assured.


 





 


Durik carefully leapt from one stump to the next,
slowly making his way toward the door at the other end.  Ahead of him, Trallik
jumped and stumbled.  Dropping his javelin into the tar, it was all that
Trallik could do to keep himself from falling in.  With a quick jump, Durik
leapt to the stump next to Trallik and brought the butt of his spear around,
catching Trallik in the stomach and preventing him from falling.  After
standing still for a second, Trallik breathed slowly and turned to Durik.


“My thanks,” he said unconvincingly, rubbing his
stomach.


Durik winked and jumped to the next pillar. 
Trallik muttered under his breath and followed.  Reaching the platform on the
other side, Trallik and Durik examined the large solid wooden door.  Both of
them thought it the strangest door they’d seen.  Being made of one solid sheet
of thick wood, the door itself was firmly set in its doorframe.  The bolts from
the hinges on the other side of the door were large and obvious and there
appeared to be no handle.


“Hmm… so I guess they want us to just push it
open,” Durik murmured.


“Which is exactly why we’d better not,” Trallik
answered.


“Agreed—I don’t see any obvious traps.  Hmm… Any
ideas?”  Durik asked.


Trallik leaned close to where the handle should
normally be on such a tall door and pulled out one of his wooden long knives. 
Placing it in the junction of the door and the doorjamb, he tapped the pommel a
couple of times with the palm of his hand.  The door opened a fraction of an
inch.


Trallik examined the doorframe carefully, letting
his mind try to absorb every detail of the door, in hopes of discovering the
trap he was certain existed.  In an effort to examine the top portion of the
door, he got on Durik’s shoulders.  After a moment, he noticed something
strange.  “The top of the doorjamb is marked up with tar,” he observed,
“strange considering that the rest of the doorjamb is untouched.”  Coming down
from Durik’s shoulders, Trallik stared thoughtfully at the door.  “Lend me your
spear and stand back.”


Durik looked questioningly at Trallik, but handed
him his spear and jumped onto a pillar near the platform, to the side of the
door.  Standing at the edge of the platform, Trallik hit the door twice with
the butt of the spear near where the handle should have been.  Cascading down
from the top of the doorjamb, a green dyed liquid rained down in one quick
torrent.  Trallik yelped and jumped back, landing heavily on his tail on a
stump behind him.  Catching himself with both hands as he rolled off, then
losing his grip with one hand, Trallik was left hanging from the stump by one
hand, only an arm’s length from the tar-covered floor.


As Trallik pulled himself back up onto the pillar,
Durik was laughing almost hysterically.  “You should have seen your eyes!” he
laughed, “They were round as the moon!”  Trallik rubbed his bruised rear end. 
He wasn’t hurt much, except for his ego.  “You squealed like a girl!”  Durik
laughed loudly.  Trallik did not share in his enthusiasm.


In the crows nest almost next to the obstacle, the
trainer was watching intently.  From inside the next room, the Honor Guard
warrior that was assigned as judge of this obstacle walked up to the edge of
the mark made by the green dye.


“Let me see you, Trallik” the judge said.  Trallik
raised his arms and turned around on the pillar.  “Impressive, you didn’t get
even a spot of dye on you.  Neither of you are casualties—yet.”


Trallik looked at Durik with an ‘I told you so’
look.


The judge continued, “The ‘acid’ is now
neutralized, you may continue.  Oh, except for this spear.”  He kicked Durik’s
now green spear off the platform and onto the tar floor.  “Don’t squeal too
loud next time or someone will hear you.”


Durik laughed.
















Chapter 19
– Taking Keys


Gorgon
was never one to take the easy route.  Today was no exception.  Straightway,
Gorgon had headed for the three obstacles’ clearings that made up the
Crucible.  Soon he had found himself confronting a mess of bars, platforms,
hanging ropes, and poles.  After several moments of looking around the edge of
the three obstacles, he’d figured out their structure.  Each of the three
obstacles stood separately and were each, in their own right, a difficult
climbing test.  However, at the top of all three and interconnecting them all
was a platform from which hung a room-sized wooden box.  It seemed obvious
enough to Gorgon that that room must be where the keys to all three obstacles
were located.


As he was preparing to climb one of the three
obstacles, Arbelk had taken a shot at him with a bow.  Gorgon was too quick for
him, however, and had hit the floor when he heard the bowstring released. 
Almost reflexively, Gorgon jumped to his feet and charged Arbelk, padded wooden
hammer in one hand and shield in the other.  To his credit, Arbelk did manage
to get another arrow off, striking Gorgon’s shield, before Gorgon was upon
him.  With one swing of Gorgon’s hammer, Arbelk was on the floor seeing stars. 
It was several moments before Arbelk got up and stumbled back to his starting
point, leaving his weapons on the sandy floor of the obstacle.


“Come now, scrawny.  No time to be loafing,”
Gorgon chided.  “You’re lucky I pull my punches or you’d be down for the
count.”  Arbelk grunted an incoherent reply, holding his head.


Gorgon wasted no time.  As soon as Arbelk was back
on his feet and the trainer had announced the kill, he took Arbelk’s bow,
gathered the arrows, and mounted the first platform to begin climbing the rope
up to the next platform.  Several minutes later, after crossing a tightrope,
climbing a wooden wall with rivets sticking out of it, and crossing hand over
hand through a ladder obstacle, Gorgon found himself on the platform at the top
of the crucible looking at a trap door that obviously led to the room that was
hanging from the bottom of the platform.  He could feel the eyes of the entire gen
watching him from the stands.


With a two-handed blow of his hammer and a
follow-up kick the flimsy locked trapdoor gave way, falling in pieces to the
floor of the box below.  The crowd cheered at Gorgon’s unconventional tactic. 
Moments later, Gorgon had climbed down a ladder into the box, and was surveying
his surroundings.  Against one wall seated on a chair was the Honor Guard judge
for the obstacle.  Around the edges of the room were three objects; a rock
about Gorgon’s size, a thick wooden pole twice Gorgon’s height and covered in
grease, and a strong wooden chest with internal hinges and a complex looking
lock on it.


Gorgon laid his weapons down and, after inspecting
the bottom edges of the rock, he squatted down next to it and took hold of the
edge with both hands.  With tremendous effort, Gorgon lifted the rock, slowly
tilting it until he was able to roll it off toward the pole.  The entire
platform shook as the rock rolled once and stopped heavily against the pole. 
From the top of the pole, a metal key with a green piece of cloth on it fell to
the floor.  “Aha,” Gorgon exclaimed.  “There’s more than one way to win this
game.”  Then, looking down at the ground, Gorgon saw another large metal key
with a blue cloth attached to it lying where the rock had been.  The judge in
the corner looked surprised.  He was even more surprised by Gorgon’s next move.


After collecting both of the keys, and stuffing
them in his belt, Gorgon hauled the chest up the ladder by one of its handles,
grunting and sweating as he went.  Upon reaching the top, he pulled the chest
out and, with a mighty heave, threw it over the side of the platform onto the
bottom platform far below.  Again, the crowd cheered Gorgon.  With a crash, the
chest split into many pieces, spilling a large metal key with a purple piece of
cloth tied to it onto the floor.  Gorgon smiled and waved to the crowd, then
went back down the ladder into the box to get his weapons.  A few moments later
he was back up again and looking over the side.  


He was surprised to see Arbelk walking toward the
remnants of the chest.  Pulling out his bow and an arrow, Gorgon took aim. 
“Persistent, isn’t he?” Gorgon muttered.  At that moment Arbelk looked up, saw
Gorgon aiming at him, and ducked underneath the nearest platform.  He was not
quick enough, however, as Gorgon’s arrow struck him on top of the shoulder.  


Dropping his recently acquired sword, Arbelk
headed back to his starting point again.  He had no points in the previous
trials and had two kills against him now.  He was starting to sweat, as one
more kill without scoring would mean that he had failed the trials and would be
a servant caste.  If that happened, the embarrassment of such a spectacular
failure would haunt him for decades to come.


The Honor Guard judge, now standing atop the
platform, raised his red flag and pointed.  The trainer in the tower picked up
the cue and again yelled, “Arbelk.”  The roar of approval from the crowd was
deafening.


In the Lord’s box, Kiria turned to Lord Karthan,
“Father,” she began, “is that allowed?  I thought one was supposed to open the
locks, not break the chests.  Seems rather wasteful to me.”


Lord Karthan looked at his young daughter.  Even
though she had recently reached her time of adulthood, it was obvious to him
that in many ways she was still his little girl.  “Many roads lead to home, my
daughter.  Some are longer, and some are shorter.  Some are more suited to
those with much patience and, clearly, some are more suited to those with much
strength.”  This answer seemed to please his daughter, as she went back to
watching the trials.


Several moments later, Gorgon was on the lower
platform again and, after fishing the key out of the pieces of the chest and
securing it in his belt, he climbed down to the ground and began jogging toward
the center of the obstacles.


“Kiria,” Lord Karthan gently spoke as he nodded
toward a cloak that the chief of his personal bodyguard held up.  “Don’t worry,
it’s just a precaution, like we practiced.”


“But father!” she protested, the need in her eyes
clear.


Lord Karthan smiled something of a mischievous
smile, “I’ll let you know whether Durik wins or not.”


Kiria scowled, decidedly unhappy about her father
meddling in the affairs of her heart as she shot him a venomous glare.  With a
low growl, she scooted along the bench to put on the cloak.


“It is time,” the strong warrior who held it up said,
the staunch look on his face belying the turmoil he felt by leaving his lord at
such a time as this.  But duty was his watchword, and so he would guard Lord Karthan’s
whelps.


Lord Karthan’s keen gaze and approving smile eased
his chief bodyguard’s conscience and stopped any further protest from his
daughter.  It was how it must be.  


Soon, his two boys would go as well.  But Lord
Karthan would wait until their hero Gorgon had slipped out of view again before
giving the word to the other bodyguard who sat waiting patiently next to the
little ones.  He could give them that, at least, as Kiria and his chief body
guard must clear the arena first for the additional movement to not raise
suspicions.


 





 


Jerrig and Troka had never been the best of
friends, but they certainly weren’t enemies.  One thing that their year of
training had taught them was the value of working together to overcome
obstacles.  So it was only natural that when they came face to face with each
other at the Orc Guard Complex obstacle they decided to work together to get up
the wall of the windowless tower and get the key.


It didn’t take long, working together.  They
decided the door had to be booby-trapped and so, since neither of them was
particularly good with traps, they decided to bypass it.  Taking a length of
rope they found hanging in a small shack to the side, Troka, the stronger of
the two by far, threw the rope over the top of the tower until it fell down the
other side.  Then with Troka holding his end firm, Jerrig climbed up the other
side to the top of the tower.  Within a couple of seconds, Jerrig had the key
with the orange cloth and was holding it up for the crowd to see.  The crowd roared
its approval from the stands.  After his moment of glory, Jerrig dropped the
key with the orange cloth on it into the sand near Troka.


“Hurry up, you glory hog!”  Troka yelled. 
“There’s still plenty more keys to be gotten!”


Once Jerrig made it down, they took their stances
and began to battle it out for the key.  Jerrig with two javelins thought he
could catch Troka, but Troka proved more able than that and within a few
moments the wooden sword that Troka had acquired from one of the starting
points was poking Jerrig in the stomach.  They grasped hands and Jerrig left
for his starting point.  Troka picked up the key and, tucking it into his belt,
began jogging to the next obstacle, a wide smile on his snout.  He had a kill,
and so knew he would not be servant caste at the end of the trials.


 





 


Keryak was never one to give up, but neither was
he one to play bad odds.  Having two kills against him had clearly shaken his
confidence.  Figuring that everyone else must have decided the smoke obstacle
was the easiest to get also, he decided he’d probably better change his focus
and go for something less popular.  After picking up a spear and a javelin from
Trallik’s starting point, he took off around the edge of the scouting area toward
the ruined bridge obstacle.  Though it had been several minutes, Keryak
cautiously peered down the passageway that Trallik had taken then ran by
quickly.  Arriving at the next passageway, he peered into the shadowy corridor
before entering quietly.


Off in the distance, he heard a trainer yell
“Arbelk.”  Moments later he heard the same trainer call “Jerrig.”  At least
I know they’re on the other side, I wonder where Trallik and Troka are.  Well, hope
I don’t find out too soon.


Following the partitions closely, Keryak made his
way ahead toward a well-lit opening in the nets covering the passageways. 
Coming up to the exit from the passageway into the open area, Keryak could see
that a shallow but wide ditch had been dug from one side of the obstacle to the
other side standing between him and the far end.  He could also see that this
was the only passageway leading into the obstacle.  On both sides of the ditch,
across from each other, there were two wooden platforms that were level with
each other.  Off to the side of both platforms were piles of stuff.  On the
other side of the ditch from him, Keryak could see a low stone pedestal, on top
of which lay a large metal key with a yellow piece of cloth attached to it.


“Aha!  The yellow key!”  Without a moment’s
hesitation, Keryak took off at a run toward the ditch.  He stopped dead in his
tracks as he saw the black tar in the bottom of the ditch and read the sign
‘bottomless pit.’  “Hmm…” he muttered.  The ditch was too wide for him to
jump.  With the Honor Guard judge seated on a stool in the corner, there was no
way he could walk through the tar.  Keryak stood there for a moment, then went
over to the pile of materials and began to rummage around.


“Two boards, neither one long enough to make it to
the far side, a rope that’s only a couple of kobolds tall, and a pile of square
cut stones; what am I supposed to do with this?!”  Keryak sat down on the
platform, cupped his chin in his hands, and began to think.


 





 


Durik and Trallik stood facing the wooden box that
was the ‘sarcophagus of Kor.’  It didn’t seem to have anything unusual about
it.  Examining the edges of the lid, neither of them could find any tripwires,
strange substances, or marks of any kind.  Then, after a moment, Durik stepped
back.


“Trallik, look at this” he said, pointing to the
wooden floor at the base of the sarcophagus.  “Watch as I push down on the
lid.”  The sarcophagus seemed to sink ever so slightly into the floor.


“I see,” Trallik said.  “It seems the sarcophagus
is on a separate platform.  Well, I guess we’ll have to see if we can open it
without shifting the weight of it.”  With one on each end of the lid, they
rotated it on top of the sarcophagus being careful to keep the weight of it on
the sarcophagus.  Once they had moved it perpendicular to the sarcophagus, they
stopped.  Durik came up to the edge of the sarcophagus and peered in.  Inside
was a large metal key with a black piece of cloth on it.  Trallik also saw the
key and, holding his breath, reached down with both hands and placed one of his
daggers on the bottom of the sarcophagus at the same time he picked up the
key.  Nothing happened.  Trallik stood back, key in hand, with a triumphant
look on his face.  Moments later the two yearlings were headed back toward the
door.


Going back the way they’d come was easy enough. 
Both of them were agile enough to make it past the stumps without much
difficulty.  The door on the other side stood open still and they both
approached it cautiously, not knowing if anyone else was around.  Trallik poked
his head out the door and said, “all clear, Durik.”  Then, standing back, he
let Durik go ahead of him.


As Durik passed him, Trallik brought his remaining
wooden long knife out and stabbed Durik squarely in the back.  Above them, the
trainer in the crows nest yelled “Durik!”  In disbelief, Durik turned and
stared at Trallik.


“What did you do that for?!  We had a deal!” 
Durik blurted out in frustration.


Trallik stepped past him and headed for the
entranceway, leaving a stunned Durik behind him.  “You’re right, we did.  I got
the key.  And you…” Trallik exhaled sharply as a padded arrow struck him dead
in the stomach.  Standing in the passageway ahead of him, Arbelk pulled out
another arrow and brought his bow up again, not quite connecting the fact that
Durik had just gotten a kill on himself.  Before Arbelk could get a good aim,
Durik escaped through a separate passageway and was on his way back to his
starting point.


From the top of the stands, Durik’s family had
seen the entire thing and were stunned and outraged at such an underhanded
maneuver, while seated not far down in the same row of benches, Trallik’s
father had been too involved in breaking up a fight between his older whelps to
notice.  The female he had taken as a lifemate when Trallik’s mother had died
noticed, but it only reinforced her already dim view of her adopted son.


For Arbelk, who held the field as his two
competitors ran off to the start points, there was nothing but elation.  Though
he didn’t know it at the time, he was the last of the no-points yearlings to
get a kill.  All he knew was that he had a kill, and so would not be relegated
to the servant caste at the end of the trials.  As he went to pick up the black
key, all he knew was life was good.


 





 


In a moment of sheer inspiration, Keryak could see
in his mind what needed to be done.  Taking the two boards, he laid them
end-to-end with the ends overlapping by an arm’s length or so.  He then lashed
them together by wrapping them with the rope as many times as it would go,
finishing off the lashing with a hitch.  Picking up this now much longer board,
he carried it over to the platform and set it on its end.  Hoping it wouldn’t
break on him, Keryak lowered the boards as slowly as he could toward the
platform across the ditch from him.  Halfway down, the boards were more than he
could handle and Keryak had to let go.  The makeshift bridge came crashing down
on the far side and it was all Keryak could do to hold the near end of the
boards in place to keep them from falling into the ditch.


When the dust settled, the makeshift bridge was in
place and more or less secure.  Keryak smiled at his effort and set about
placing square stones on the near end of the bridge to keep it in place and to
help it hold his weight.  In a few minutes, he was satisfied with his effort
and slowly began to cross the bridge.  Halfway across, as Keryak made his way
over the joint of the two boards, the bridge began to bend more than he thought
it should.  Keryak stood still… it still seemed to be bending.  As quickly as
he could, Keryak scrambled across the boards toward the other end.  


Feeling the bridge begin to slip, Keryak threw his
javelin and spear toward the far platform and jumped for it, catching the edge
of it with both hands as the boards fell into the ditch.  Eyes wide open,
Keryak pulled himself up to the platform and looked back at the boards, stones
and rope that now lay in the ditch.  With Trallik’s and Jerrig’s kills on him
already, he knew that one wrong move and he’d be out of the competition. 
Shaking his head, he walked over to the pedestal with the yellow key on it and
secured it in his belt.  Turning back toward the ditch, he walked over to the
pile of materials on this side and began to rummage through them.


“Great!  Another puzzle.  Let’s see… a ladder
that’s too short, a skinny pole three kobolds long, a pile of bricks, and a
boar’s hide.”  After a minute of looking at the various items, he picked up the
pole and tried to bend it.  To his surprise, it seemed quite flexible, yet
strong at the same time.  Thinking back to one of the events that Manebrow had
used during this past year to weed those who would be servant caste out of the
yearling group, Keryak decided to try pole-vaulting across the ditch. 
Examining the platform, Keryak noticed with chagrin that there was a divot a
little bigger than the tip of the pole in the wood near the edge of the
platform.  Looking around at his surroundings, he noticed how the ground sloped
gently down from the pedestal to the platform.


Grabbing his spear and walking up to the pedestal
area, Keryak dug a small hole in the firm dirt around the pedestal, about the
same size as the divot in the platform.  He threw his spear off to the side,
grabbed the pole and walked back to one of the side walls with a pensive look
on his face.  Measuring the distance in his mind for his practice run, he took
the pole in both hands and suddenly sprinted forward.  As he came up on the
divot next to the pedestal, he placed the tip of the pole in it and leapt into
the air.  


The crowd let out a collective gasp as Keryak
appeared flying almost straight up into the air on the far side of the
obstacles from them.  Then, as suddenly as he had appeared, Keryak fell head
first toward the earth and disappeared again down into the obstacles.  The
entire crowd let out a gasp followed by looks of pain and sympathy.  For
several moments, there was much murmuring and pointing in the crowd.


After several more moments, Keryak again appeared,
rising above the obstacles.  This time, however, he seemed to be going not so
much straight up as away from the crowd.  Additionally, he seemed to have come
down feet first this time.  This only caused more speculation among the masses
of the gen.  Finally, only a minute or two later, Keryak again appeared in the
air, this time going in a different direction.  This time, the crowd was
expecting it and they cheered as he flew through the air.


Though Keryak’s father and mother could be heard
cheering loudly above the din of the crowd, Durik’s sister Darya seated not two
rows away from them was just as proud of him and watched with perhaps more
anxious anticipation.  The excitement of watching her first love work toward
accomplishing what he’d been training an entire year to accomplish shone
brightly in her young eyes.


Safe, though somewhat bruised, and now on the
other side of the ditch, Keryak collected the spear and javelin that he’d
thrown over before his pole vault and headed toward the entrance to the
obstacle.  With one key down, but much wasted time, he wondered if the rest of
the keys had been found yet.  Not wanting to be last to the Tower of the
Chalice, Keryak turned left upon reaching the perimeter of the obstacle complex
and looked for the fastest route to the center of the obstacles.


 





 


Durik wasted no time getting back to his starting
point.  After picking up a bow and a quiver of five arrows, he ran over to
Gorgon’s starting point and picked up the spear that Gorgon had not taken. 
With spear in hand and bow and quiver slung over his back, Durik took off at a
dead run into the nearest corridor.  


After passing two intersecting corridors, he crept
quietly toward the opening to the obstacle ahead.  The stench of sulfur was
detectable from far down the corridor as he approached what he knew must be the
Brimstone Obstacle.  


The Brimstone Obstacle was one of the most
controversial obstacles in the trials.  It was really quite a simple obstacle. 
Basically, it was just an empty room with log walls and a log roof.  The cracks
between the logs had all been sealed up with tar, and large smoking pots of
sulfur dust had been placed in each of the four corners.  The task itself was
simple; the key was usually on a high shelf above a tapestry on the wall.  However,
there were twelve tapestries and twelve shelves, and with the smoke as thick in
there as it was, one had to climb several tapestries to find the key.  While an
encounter with a particularly nasty stench may not have seemed a menacing
obstacle to anyone else, kobolds with their heightened sense of smell had a
particular vulnerability to such acrid odors.


The controversy surrounding the obstacle was
two-fold.  First of all, it stank.  It smelled like rotten eggs and the hole in
the roof that sucked out the cryweed smoke from the Smoke Obstacle and the sulfur
smoke from this obstacle didn’t clear the air completely, so that the crowd
actually got a smell of it from time to time.  The smell seemed to linger for
some time, usually being slightly detectable even after several moons in the
area of the arena where the obstacle had been.


The second point of controversy surrounding the
obstacle was that it took away a kobold’s sense of smell for several days
thereafter, sometimes up to a week or more.  Though many kobolds rarely relied
on their sense of smell, it was considered essential for scouts and critical
for small patrols.  For that matter, many of the Deep Guard, as well as several
from the Trade Warrior Group, had trained their noses to the point that they
could track by scent alone.  Everyone knew that, whatever the quest may be,
every future warrior would need to be at their best for it and taking away a
warrior’s sense of smell for a week could hamper the mission.


Though he was certainly no skilled tracker, it was
mostly because of this second reason that Durik was less than enthused about
trying to get the key from this obstacle.  But, as he had reasoned with
himself, someone had to do it, and at the moment he was in need of a key.


Reaching the entrance, Durik looked around
cautiously.  Across the center of the clearing was a wall as tall as the
surrounding walls.  In the center of it was a kobold-size door.  As he watched,
the door opened slightly.  Durik put his spear against the wall and took a step
back into the shadows, drawing his bow and an arrow while keeping his eyes on the
door.  After a moment, the door opened the rest of the way and Troka came
running out snorting and sneezing, headed for a passageway off to Durik’s
left.  


“Troka!” Durik yelled.


Troka turned and assumed a defensive stance with
his wooden broadsword in both hands.  Durik stepped forward, bow at the ready. 



“I’ll put my bow down and we can go at it in hand
to hand if you’d like,” Durik called.  Durik thought it a more than fair offer,
considering the fact that Troka was much taller and perhaps a bit stronger than
him.


Troka thought for a moment.  In his eyes was the
fear of not wanting to chance loss.  Durik saw it and opened his mouth to
talk.  


All of a sudden, Troka turned and bolted for the
opening of a nearby passageway.  In one smooth motion, Durik pulled the string
of his bow back, brought the bow up and released the arrow.  Troka stumbled,
dropping his sword, and fell into the corner of the wall as the arrow struck
him unintentionally on the side of his head.  


The Honor Guard judge, which had followed Troka
out of the obstacle, held up a red flag and pointed at Troka.  From the nearest
crows nest, the trainer called the kill.


Durik winced.  He looked around to make sure he
and Troka were the only yearlings there, looking up at the crows nest as well
to see if the judges were tracking anyone near him, then ran up to Troka.


“What did you shoot me in the head for?!”  Troka
yelped in a hurt voice as he stumbled to his feet.


“Sorry about that.  I was aiming for your back,
actually.”  Durik helped Troka to his feet and looked him in the eyes to make
sure nothing was physically wrong.


“Lousy shot, I’d say,” Troka remarked grimacing. 
He handed Durik his two keys, they grasped hands, and Durik was on his way to
the next obstacle.  Troka stumbled off toward his starting point, holding his
head with both hands to try to contain the splitting headache he had not so
much from the arrow as from hitting the wall headfirst at a run.


 





 


Trallik, infuriated at Arbelk’s surprise attack,
was on the warpath.  He’d acquired another pair of long knives from Keryak’s
point, as well as a bow and a quiver of arrows.  After carefully making his way
back to the Tomb of Kor, he kept his snout close to the ground and tried
testing for Arbelk’s scent as he went.  As he suspected, however, the passage
of so many kobolds over the last several days had pretty much eliminated any
hope Trallik could have had of tracking anyone in this small group by scent. 
So, Trallik looked for Arbelk’s tracks in the sand.  He was able to follow them
for some time, but soon his tracks crossed with someone else’s and it was
impossible to determine whether he’d headed toward the center or toward the
perimeter.


After a moment of examining the tracks in the
sand, Trallik decided it was best to head for the center of the obstacles. 
Quite some time had passed already, and he was sure that several of the keys
were already in someone’s possession.  Certainly, he’d heard the crowd cheering
a number of times.


Trallik padded stealthily down the corridor,
looking for any indication ahead of him, or behind, that any of the other
yearlings was around.  As he approached a junction with a side corridor,
Trallik thought he heard footsteps in the sand.  He sank further back into the
shadows of the corridor and waited.  The footsteps got closer until Gorgon
appeared around the corner, turning to head toward the center also.


Trallik grinned, took aim and fired, bouncing an
arrow off of Gorgon’s shoulder blade.  The trainer in the tower just next to
them shouted “Gorgon.”  Trallik ran forward to see if Gorgon had any keys.


“Cheap shot, Trallik,” Gorgon said angrily as
Trallik approached.


“A kill’s a kill, Gorgon.  You know that,” Trallik
answered with a smirk as he reached for the three keys tucked into Gorgon’s
belt.  Gorgon caught his hand and, twisting his arm, pulled Trallik’s face
close to his.


“You’re a whining little whelp and I’ll be the one
to teach you a lesson you’ll never forget if you don’t watch it.”  Then,
shoving him away, he said “Now get going before I swat you.”


Trallik growled, lifted the three keys from
Gorgon’s belt, and ran off toward the center of the obstacles, tail swishing
furtively.  Gorgon watched him go, letting his anger simmer as Trallik
disappeared around a bend in the corridor.  


Quickly he turned and started to make his way out
of the obstacle complex.
















Chapter 20
– The Tower of the Chalice


The
Tower of the Chalice loomed three stories high, jutting out of the mass of
obstacles that was collectively known as the scouting trial.  All three floors
were open wooden platforms with a large wooden spiral staircase running through
the middle of them.  The staircase ended at the final level known as ‘the
finish line,’ so named because that’s where the cup was located that would
determine who would win this competition.  All three levels had a low fence
made of wood and net, just the height of a kobold, set to protect competitors
from arrow fire from outside the tower.  The side closest to the stands didn’t
have this protection, however, so as to not inhibit the crowd’s view.


Plain for all to see on the top level of the tower
was a great wooden chest, nearly as tall as a kobold, with eight large locks
and a handle on it.  Inside the chest this year, as it had been every year,
would be the cup that would gain enough points for one of these yearlings to
put him above his peers and win him a better standing in the gen.  As the
competition wore on, and more kills had been announced, the speculation and
murmuring in the crowd grew louder.  Looking up from time to time, the
yearlings each began to notice how restless the crowd was becoming.  All of
them took it as a sure sign that most, if not all, of the keys had been found. 
Each of the yearlings began to think about what they should be doing in the
last part of the scouting trial.


Arbelk had no great strategy, nor had he been
keeping tabs on who had how many kills against them.  He was mostly using his
instincts, or perhaps keeping true to a style developed over the past year of
training to determine what he should be doing.


Knowing that Trallik would be on the warpath after
the kill he’d gotten on him, he was stealthily making his way toward the Tower
of the Chalice at the center of the entire maze.  Not being a handy target was
all he was trying to do; he wasn’t particularly hunting.  He was quite unlike
Trallik, who firmly believed the maxims taught to all the Deep Guard; that
stealth was better than open confrontation and that an arrow that strikes
unseen is an arrow best used.


The fact that he hadn’t placed in either of the first
two competitions didn’t bother Arbelk.  He was too humble for that.  If not
being the best at melee weapons and ranged weapons, or for that matter not even
placing in the top three out of the seven yearlings, was his lot in life then
that was no problem with him.  In this world where everyone seemed better than
him, he understood his place.  However, that didn’t mean he wouldn’t take what
opportunity threw his way.  And, to take best advantage of what opportunity
threw his way, he found it useful to do more hiding and less confronting.


Arbelk looked up at the crowd in the benches, and
at the announcer perched in his booth.  Next to the announcer the seven short
clay jugs labeled with the initial of each yearling’s name were in plain view
for all to see.  Arbelk looked down the line of pots to size up where he fit in
the competition.  Gorgon’s, Durik’s, Jerrig’s, and Trallik’s pots each had one
red flag in them, signifying that each one had one kill against them.  The
remainder each had two red flags, including his own.  Since no one had three
flags in their pot, no one had been put out of the competition quite yet,
though he was sure that would change soon.   


One of the bridge team members he’d been working
with in the Deep Guard had a saying, which was a variation of a more common
one.  A bird in the hand is stupider than the two hiding in the bush. 
Arbelk laughed to himself, as the saying seemed to apply to him so clearly now
that he had two flags against him.  If he was not able to make a name for
himself in this trial by fighting everyone he found, then perhaps he would use
his patience to his advantage.  


Finally arriving at the clearing, he found the
deepest shadows he could, hid himself among the pillars and posts at the bottom
of the Tower of the Chalice, and waited.  He was sure that, by now at least,
someone had been to each obstacle and, though he hadn’t looked, that there were
already keys placed in the chest.  At this critical point of the competition he
was sure that there were several keys being carried around, all needing to get
to the same place, and several of his fellow yearlings not wanting anyone else
to get them all together.  But one thing was certain, keys were no good unless
you used them, and the chest where they all fit sat two stories above his head,
on the third floor of this tower.


Arbelk had often thought that, should he get
several keys, he would just hold onto them until he got all eight.  After all,
he’d never seen the sense in putting the keys into the chest until he held all
eight, unless of course you’re sure you’re going to lose and you just want to
level the playing field.  


Most of his fellow yearlings had expressed the
same, as had many warriors from years past.  But somehow, year after year the
lure of the crowd’s approval seemed to draw most of the keys to the tower. 
When the crowd got to cheering, and the yearlings felt the pressure of being
the center of attention, all their level-headed talk was forgotten and, one by
one, the keys made their way to the chest.  Arbelk doubted that this year would
be any different.  After all, fame seemed to have its effect on his fellow
yearlings.


 





 


Durik felt the need to hurry as he ran down the
corridor toward the Tower of the Chalice.  It had been some time already since
the competition started and he wondered how many of the keys were already at
the tower.  He did feel safe in one aspect; no matter how many other keys were
at the tower already, he knew that the two keys in his belt were not there. 
The word ‘assurance’ crossed through his consciousness.  That’s just what these
keys were, assurance that no one would win without him being present—unless they
got a kill on him first.


That thought reminded him to be careful.  Slowing
to a trot, he began focusing his senses more on the corridor ahead of him. 
Within moments, and much before he thought it would, the opening from this
corridor into the large clearing that surrounded the tower appeared not more
than twenty paces ahead of him.  He stopped and stepped back into the shadows
slightly behind the bend in the passageway from the tower.  Peering around the
corner, he surveyed the tower and the area of the clearing that he could see
from where he was.  Fortunately for him, he was coming from the direction of the
stands, so the low fence that protected the other three levels of the tower did
not inhibit his view at all.  


He wasn’t sure, but from where he was it seemed
that the shadows under the bottom level of the tower were deeper in one spot
than they should be.  Durik knew it couldn’t be the judge for this obstacle, as
the two trainers in the crows nests served jointly as judges for this
obstacle.  Therefore, he thought, it must be another competitor.  With too much
light streaming down from the hole in the ceiling for his heat vision to
function properly, Durik decided to test his theory.  Placing his spear against
the wall, Durik pulled an arrow out of the quiver and, adjusting for distance,
fired an arrow at the dark lump at the base of the tower.  


Durik’s shot went wide and hit the pole just next
to the lump, and the lump all of a sudden came to life.  Knowing that he’d been
discovered, Arbelk jumped up and ran up the spiral staircase toward the second
level, hoping that the stairway would provide him cover.  Durik picked up his
spear and ran to within a few paces of the opening.  Placing his spear against
the wall again, Durik nocked another arrow.  Arbelk had taken cover behind the
slender pole that formed the center of the spiral staircase.  Durik released his
breath slowly as he steadied his aim, slowly releasing the bowstring.  The
arrow flew straight and true, striking Arbelk with the red dyed tip on his left
arm.  Arbelk yelped in surprise and his sword went clattering down the
staircase.  


Durik readied a third arrow as Arbelk went running
after his sword.  The situation was about to change, however.  With a slight
whistle, an arrow came from behind Durik.  Passing a few feet from him, it
clattered against the spiral staircase, missing Arbelk by an arm span. 
Dropping the arrow and grabbing his spear, Durik ran out of the passageway and
flattened against the wall next to the opening.  Surveying his surroundings to
see if anyone else was around, Durik stuck his spear through his belt behind
him where it hung awkwardly, threatening to trip him at every step.  Seeing no
one other than the now one-armed Arbelk, Durik readied his second to last arrow
and moved slowly from left to right around the perimeter of the tower clearing,
scanning the other entrances to the clearing as he went.  


After several moments, Durik saw someone step into
the shadows at the entrance to the passageway that he had just left.  Raising
his bow and aiming quickly, Durik released his fourth arrow and reached for his
last arrow in one fluid motion.  The arrow flew straight and struck the kobold
in the entrance in the stomach as he aimed his bow, causing him to fire his
arrow wildly toward the tower.  


Shaking his head, Keryak stepped from the shadows
of the passageway and dropped his recently found bow, quiver with one arrow
left in it, a spear, and his one key in the sand in front of him.  From the
small platform above the tower clearing, the judge held up a red flag.  The
trainer in the nearest crow’s nest yelled out “Keryak.”  From the stands, the
announcer’s voice could be heard, “Keryak has sustained his third kill and is
the first out of the scouting competition!”  The murmuring in the crowd grew
louder.  The announcer continued, “Keryak ends his part in the competition with
a final score of two points!”


“Durik, my friend, I’m sorry to say that I’m out
of this competition,” Keryak said, with some emotion in his voice.  “At least I
have the dignity of saying that I scored two points.”


“Keryak, I’m sorry.” Durik started.  “I didn’t know
it was you!  I didn’t realize you were going after Arbelk and not me…”


“Don’t worry about it, Durik,” Keryak interrupted
him.  “I’d rather have lost to you than to anyone else.  I hope you take the
cup, my friend.”  With that, Keryak turned and began the slow trot toward the
trainer’s stand.  


 





 


Troka had taken a while to get over his headache. 
At first, as he sat there holding his head, he thought about the two kills
against him, and now this splitting headache.  His emotions began to spiral
downwards, and the stress started to mount with it.  Soon his head was aching
more than ever and he began to cry softly and whimper.  After several moments
of sitting in the cool, dark passageway, Troka realized that building on the
stress of the moment wouldn’t help any.  He gradually began to take control of
his emotions again, telling himself that, win or lose, the most important thing
was keeping his composure in front of the others.  His resolve began to
strengthen and soon after the stress he was feeling began to subside.  As the
stress subsided, the constant ache in his head began to subside too, though it
still ached quite a bit if he moved quickly.


Troka stood and began a slow walk back toward his
starting point.  As he walked, his determination grew.  He was not out of the
competition yet.  Though he knew that his chances of winning were remote at
best, winning in spite of a splitting headache with two kills against him would
only make the victory sweeter.  And if victory was not to be his, at least he
could make a good showing.  At that moment, the trainer in the tower closest to
him yelled “Keryak” and from the stands it was announced that Keryak was now
out of the competition.


One less competitor.  One more step toward
scoring, Troka thought as his pace quickened somewhat.  His pace only
quickened more when several moments later it was announced that Arbelk was
officially out of the competition.


 





 


No one in the stands had been able to see the
kill, but not knowing how it had happened didn’t lessen the pain for Durik’s
younger sister.  Darya bit her lip and fought back tears at the announcement
that Keryak was out of the competition.  Her uncle Drok put his arm around her
shoulders and tried to comfort her.  Darya covered her eyes as her tender heart
boiled over with the tears of lost hopes.  After several moments she wiped her
eyes and, stating that she didn’t know what had come over her as she sniffed
back the tears, she began to try to recover.  The last thing she would want was
for Keryak to see her crying.  Besides, she still had hopes for her brother.  


Keryak himself felt the sting to his pride of
being the first yearling out of the competition.  As he walked back toward the
stands he repeated to himself that he was one of the luckier ones.  After all,
he was one of only four who had scored so far.  For the other three, unless
they somehow placed in the scouting trial, they would end the trials being a no
point warrior.  Though the points didn’t officially count for anything after
the trials were concluded, it was a point of pride among the younger warriors
to have scored in the trials.  It gave them some sense of having accomplished
something, until as new warriors they actually did something of note.


In the end, Keryak knew that being one of the
seven to finish the year of training out of the thirteen that had started the
year meant one thing; warrior status.  His heart took hope at this thought and
he began to feel relief that the trials, for him at least, were over.  Now it
was simply a matter of time before he took his place as a warrior in the Kale
Gen.  As he walked out of the obstacles into the open air of the chamber, he
lifted his hand to the crowd and walked over to take his place in front of the
trainer’s stand.  


 





 


Durik didn’t have long to ponder on the
situation.  No sooner had Keryak disappeared back into the passageway than
Durik heard the twang of a bowstring from almost directly across the clearing. 
He immediately dropped to the ground, breaking his one remaining arrow in the
process.  The arrow that was meant for him cracked as it bounced off the wall
to his rear.  Reaching back and feeling no arrows left in his quiver, Durik
released his belt and the spear hanging in it and ran as fast as he could for
the quiver that Keryak had just dropped.  As he ran, another arrow zinged past
his head, missing him by inches.


Reaching Keryak’s quiver, Durik drew out the
remaining arrow and jumped for the cover of the passageway he’d recently left. 
Assessing the situation, Durik realized that he’d dropped both his keys when
he’d dropped his belt and spear.  Additionally, Keryak’s one key was laying a
couple of arms lengths into the clearing, as was the spear he’d dropped.  He
knew that, whomever it was firing at him, they had already spent two arrows.  At
most, they probably only had three arrows left, probably less but he wasn’t
betting his standing in the competition on it.


Durik felt vulnerable and knew that, if he was to
have leverage in this competition, he needed to have at least one key.  Leaving
his bow and arrow just inside the passageway, Durik readied himself, then ran
out of the passageway, grabbing the key and spear that Keryak had recently
dropped.  As he ran back in, he covered his head with his hands and hunched
over.  Apparently the sniper in the other passageway wasn’t watching, however,
as no arrow came his direction.


Putting the bow over his shoulder and putting his
last arrow and the key in his quiver, Durik took the spear in hand and headed
back down the passageway to see if he couldn’t come up behind whomever it was
that had been firing at him.









 


Trallik was already running around to flank Durik
by the time Durik made his foray out into the open to grab the key and spear. 
He was out of arrows, but knew that Durik didn’t know that.  Perhaps, he
thought, that would keep him in place long enough for Trallik to get behind
him.  Trallik knew that he was much quieter than the rest of the yearlings, and
thought to sneak up on Durik from behind.


As he padded softly down the cross passageway toward
where he’d last seen Durik, ahead of him he could hear soft footsteps in the
sand running his direction.  He quickly ran back several paces to where the
passageway had turned somewhat sharply.  Pulling both wooden knives out,
Trallik waited patiently for whomever it was to arrive.  As the footsteps
approached the turn in the passageway, whoever it was slowed down, approaching
the turn cautiously.  Trallik tried to hide himself deeper in the shadows.


From a few paces away, Durik appeared, scoping out
the passageway ahead of him.  The light from the braziers reflecting off the
ceiling of the cavern and the light from the hole to the surface spoiled his
heat vision, but even without it, Durik had no problems spotting Trallik. 
Durik did not look Trallik in the eyes, nor did he let on that he’d seen him. 
Slinging his bow over his head, Durik took spear in hand and took another
couple of steps down the passageway, not looking directly at Trallik.


Trallik took the bait.  Leaping from a crouch,
Trallik jumped into the passageway toward Durik with a knife in either hand.  A
side step and a sweep with the spear later, Trallik was on the ground with an
aching head and bruised arms, both knives a couple of paces down the passageway
from him.  Durik stepped forward quickly, spear tip plunging toward Trallik’s
midsection.  Trallik was barely quick enough to get out of the way.  Rolling to
his right, Trallik jumped toward his knives.  With his back turned, he didn’t
see Durik adjust to meet his move, charging forward a couple of steps to pin
Trallik under one foot.  Bringing his spear down, Durik made sure that
Trallik’s back was well marked with a large stripe of red dye before reaching
down to relieve Trallik of his three keys.


From the trainer’s tower up to their left, a red
flag was raised and “Trallik” was called.  Durik let him up and, not turning
his back on him, began to head back toward the opening he’d recently come from.


Trallik simmered with indignant rage.  None too
quickly, he made his way back to his point and, taking the wet rag he found
there, slowly washed the stripe from his back.  Biding his time, Trallik found
what he needed at the other starting points and headed silently back into the
obstacles.  He had been beaten this time, but he was never one to give up.  The
indignity of it all, however, had been more than Trallik was willing to take. 
If he accomplished nothing else, he would make Durik pay.


 





 


Gorgon had acquired another padded wooden hammer
and, after searching three other points and not finding a bow or quiver,
decided all the bows must be in play or dropped in the obstacles.  Fitting a
shield to his left arm, he took a pair of javelins in his right hand along with
his newly acquired hammer and took off at a slow jog into the obstacles.  He
deliberately chose the passageway that took him back to the three obstacles
that formed the crucible.  He remembered Arbelk dropping a sword there and
wondered if he might find a bow in the area.  As he approached the obstacle he
slowed to a walk and began padding softly toward the opening to the first of
the clearings.


Gorgon looked around the area from the relative
safety of the shadows.  The only weapons he saw were a pair of javelins stuck
in the sand as if someone was coming back for them shortly.  As he began to
step out to begin a sweep of the area, from atop the platform he heard a voice
yelp “Got him!”  The trainer in the crow’s nest near the crucible raised a red
flag and yelled out “Arbelk.”  Gorgon stepped back into the shadows.  From the
stands the announcer’s voice was heard, “Arbelk ends his part in the
competition with no points, but with one kill!”  The murmur of the crowd
increased for a moment then died back down to a low buzz.


Gorgon watched for a moment from the shadows
before he saw Jerrig stand up and begin to dismount the obstacle.  He’d slung
his bow over his shoulder, along with his now empty quiver.  Other than that,
Jerrig had no weapons.  


Gorgon shook his head.  Too easy a target,
he thought, I’ll let him pick up his javelins at least before I challenge
him.


After several moments, Jerrig was not even half
way down the obstacle.  Gorgon was growing impatient, thinking of the keys that
he’d left in the sand.  Being without keys meant that he had the possibility of
losing just by not being present.  This didn’t sit well with Gorgon.  After
another moment of watching Jerrig make his way hand over hand across a
tightrope, Gorgon could take it no longer.


Leaving the shadows, Gorgon yelled out to Jerrig,
“Hurry up, you sloth!  I’ll deal with you at the tower!”  Being defenseless,
Jerrig was shaken by the encounter and hurried his descent toward his javelins
as Gorgon padded away, simmering with frustration.


 
















Chapter 21
– The Sifting


Gorgon
arrived at the opening to the clearing of the Tower of the Chalice quietly and
on the hunt for anyone that would stand between him and what he felt to be his
rightful prize.  Just inside the clearing, he spotted a belt with two keys tied
to it lying on top of a spear.  After surveying the area, Gorgon stepped out
into the clearing and grabbed the belt, shaking the two keys free from it. 
Seeing no movement elsewhere in the clearing, he put down his weapons and
tucked the two keys into his belt.  Picking his weapons up again, he looked
around one more time then began skirting the perimeter of the clearing.  After
reaching the closest point to the tower, he ran quickly toward its base.  Once
he reached it, he knelt behind his shield and faced outward, carefully studying
the entrances to the clearing to see if anyone had observed him.


Satisfied that he had not been observed, Gorgon
stood up and made his way carefully up the spiral staircase.  As his head came
over the lip of the second floor, he saw Durik squatting against the far wall,
spear leaning against his shoulder.


“Well, what a surprise finding you here,” Gorgon
said as he finished walking up the stairs.  Placing his two javelins against
the corner pillar, Gorgon adjusted his grip on his war hammer, swinging it
slowly in one hand next to his thigh.  “So, you’ve been waiting for me?” Gorgon
asked.


Durik stood, drawing his spear up and into both
hands.  “Waiting, yes.  For you, not particularly.  But you’ll do.”


“Well!  A bit confident, are we not?  Let’s have
at it then; after all you’re the one with enough points to stand in my way for
the cup.  It’s time to get you out of the way,” Gorgon said matter-of-factly.


Without hesitation, Gorgon rushed forward, hoping
to bowl Durik over with his shield, but Durik was too quick for that.  Easily jumping
aside, Durik tried to bring his spear around for a strike.  Gorgon adjusted to
Durik’s move readily enough however and bashed Durik with his shield, knocking
him back several paces to the low wall surrounding the three sides of the
second floor.


Durik regained his balance and ran toward the
other side of the tower, hoping to buy time to get back in control of the
situation.  Gorgon followed him, charging around to exploit his shield bash
with a solid hammer strike.  Gorgon swung his hammer from the side as he charged,
but Durik handily deflected the blow and, bringing the butt of his spear up,
rapped Gorgon across the back of his head.  Gorgon roared as he stumbled into
the side railing.  Before Durik could strike, Gorgon was turned around with
shield at the ready to deflect any blow.  Durik stood back, spear also at the
ready, waiting for Gorgon to decide on his next move.


From across the tower, Gorgon eyed Durik.  At this
point, he’d had very little success fighting Durik, and that frustrated him. 
Then he got an idea.  Coming forward warily, Gorgon swung his hammer in a wide
arc toward Durik’s left.  Durik brought his spear up to block.  Snapping his
wrist, Gorgon changed the direction of his hammer and brought it down as hard
as he could in a glancing blow along the length of the spear.  Durik cried out
as the shaft of Gorgon’s hammer rapped across the fingers of both of his hands.


As Durik’s spear clattered to the ground, Gorgon
jumped in for the kill.  Despite the pain, Durik sidestepped and ran for the
edge of the platform.  Turning to look, Durik jumped over the edge and rolled
as he landed in the sand below.  Getting quickly to his feet, Durik grabbed the
sword that Arbelk had dropped nearby and, after looking around briefly, ran
quickly for the nearest passageway.


In the stands, Gorgon’s father yelled his approval
while, several benches away, Durik’s family watched anxiously.


Gorgon watched Durik go, then turned and ascended
the stairs to the top of the tower.  Once there Gorgon looked at the great
chest and found, to his surprise, that the three keys he’d obtained from the
crucible were already in the locks and had been turned, making them impossible
to extract.  Additionally, the black-ribboned key from the Tomb of Kor was
already in place.  Gorgon stood there thinking for a moment, then placed the
key from the Orc Guard Complex Obstacle into its lock and turned it.  


He looked the chest over to see if there was any
other way he could get the chalice out without having to get the other keys. 
The chest itself was huge, about as tall as Gorgon was.  Additionally, it was
made of thick oak logs that had been burnt to a hardness that would make it
nearly impossible to break without the right tools.  Gorgon tried pushing the
chest and found that it was firmly bolted to the floor of the platform. 
Looking over the edge of the platform to the ceiling of the level below, Gorgon
saw several large iron links someone had taken the pain to run up through the
floor and into the bottom of the chest, making the chest virtually impossible
to move.  Gorgon stood up and sighed.


“Time to do it the hard way,” he mumbled to
himself.


Patting the remaining key on his belt, which was
from the Brimstone Obstacle according to the color, Gorgon waived to the crowd
and descended the tower.  By his figuring, the only keys left to obtain were
Smoke and the Ruined Bridge Obstacle.  He hadn’t seen any keys on Durik, in
fact he figured Durik must have been the one to drop his belt with the two keys
on it that he’d found.  Gorgon picked up his javelins as he descended and
headed toward the Ruined Bridge Obstacle.


 





 


Trallik had to go through several points to
eventually find a bow and quiver with arrows, and even then they weren’t at a
point, but rather were dropped near one of the entrances.  The knives he
favored were easier to find, but he knew that if he was to maintain any sort of
edge in this competition, he needed the ability to reach out and touch
someone.  His previous two losses had brought him face to face with the
possibility that he may not win this competition.  This was very unsettling to
him, as he was certain he was the best at scouting and could outperform any of
the others in games of stealth like this.  It was the randomness of hand-to-hand
encounters that had turned the tables on him.  His failure with Durik was a
serious sting to his pride.  


Though he had been taught to be disciplined
throughout the year of training, Trallik had always felt himself slightly above
the role of a common warrior.  Perhaps it was because he thought himself so
much smarter than the rest.  While the others struggled with lessons of
academics, Trallik excelled.  He was far superior to the rest of the yearlings
with locks and devices.  No other yearling was better than him at getting into
and out of tight situations.  


It seemed only right to him that he should be the
one to be chosen to lead the group.  The fact that no one ever chose him
to lead had nothing to do with it.  That, to him, was because the others just
failed to see how leadership ought to be.  He knew that if he could win this
competition, he could make the others see how leadership really should be.  It
was his right, after all.  No one was better prepared to lead.


With a renewed zeal, Trallik made his way back toward
the center of the obstacles.


 





 


Reality is a cold, harsh, impartial thing.  Quite
frequently it sneaks up and catches one by surprise.  The ability to see
reality before it hits one in the face is a rare quality.  Optimism and
pessimism are both tainted views of reality.  Perhaps the best way Durik could
describe them was to call them tools, just like windows through which one looks. 



While Durik did his best to maintain a pretty even
view of things, he found that he worked better if he maintained a sense of
optimism.  Similarly, he had seen Manebrow use a pessimistic view on things
from time to time in the past in order to bring someone back to the ground when
they were obviously thinking about things that would work solely in their
minds, and not in reality.  


Durik had caught onto this technique early and had
begun to use it himself.  He did this not to crush anyone’s spirits, but rather
to help them understand that even though one hopes for the best, you still have
to be prepared for the worst.  He understood Manebrow’s reasoning for using
this technique once he discovered that if he and others were optimistic, but
faced reality before going into a situation, they performed much better than if
they were off in their own imagination.  This was just one of the things that
he’d learned, and continued to learn, from the master trainer.


Over the past year, he and Keryak had worked well
together.  In most everything they seemed to complement one another.  When one
of them was overly optimistic, the other seemed to be more grounded.  When one
of them was discouraged, the other was always able to cheer them up.  When one
had a good idea, but didn’t know how to make it happen, the other always seemed
to come through with the details.  This last year had taught Durik much.  


Between all the combat training, the physical
training, and learning to deal with the problems of others and to help them
overcome obstacles, Durik felt he’d learned much.  But perhaps the greatest
thing he’d learned was how to accomplish more with someone else than both of
them could do separately.  Keryak had been a true friend that entire time. 
Perhaps it was because of that that his kill on Keryak, which took Keryak out
of the competition, hurt him so much.  In his heart, however, Durik knew that
his friend would forgive him.  As he squatted against the wall in the
passageway rubbing the feeling back into his knuckles, Durik felt peace in his
heart and felt that it would all work out for the best in the end.


Knowing which keys Gorgon had, as they’d been his
not long before, and knowing which keys were already in the chest in the Tower
of the Chalice, Durik grabbed his sword and came out of the side passageway where
he’d been recovering.  After listening for a moment, he began to head toward
the Smoke Obstacle with Arbelk’s one key wrapped in the ties of his loincloth.


 





 


If luck could take sides, a strong case could be
made that it had sided against Troka.  After acquiring a long sword, he headed
back toward the center, but shortly after passing the first obstacle, he and
Gorgon met in the passageway that lead from the Tower of the Chalice and
connected to the perimeter and the Smoke Obstacle.  Gorgon saw that Troka was
not at his best, but knowing he didn’t have time to delay and let Troka
recover, he came at him anyway.  Troka did his best to defend.  Being taller
than almost all other kobolds in the gen, and stronger than all the other
yearlings in the group other than Gorgon, he was nothing to be trifled with. 
Gorgon made short work of him, however, and within a few heartbeats, Troka’s
name was announced and he was out of the competition.


Troka stood watching Gorgon as he turned and
headed down the passage toward the perimeter on his way to the Ruined Bridge
Obstacle, then, holding his head all the higher to counterbalance his sunken
heart, he walked back to the trainer’s stand.  He would have to be content with
what would soon be his lot; that of a common warrior in the gen.


 





 


Manebrow stood on the trainer’s stand with his
hands clasped behind his back.  In his mind he’d been keeping track of the
tally of kills.  Like every year since he’d first started training yearlings,
there were surprises.  He’d not expected Keryak to be out so soon, nor had he
expected Jerrig to last this long.  And with the energy and physical strength
present in this group, perhaps the most surprising thing was that no one had
been reported as injured seriously enough to not continue in the trials.


In his heart Manebrow pondered on the moment. 
Soon the winner of the competition would be chosen, and thus one of these
kobolds would be given the rank of adventurer, which was much like an
apprentice rank in the leader caste of the gen.  Soon one of these yearlings
would be put in a status unattainably above his own station in life.  He could
only imagine the challenges that kobold would face.


He did not question whether that kobold, whoever
he was, would be up to the challenge.  He had broken pride and built
discipline.  He had broken self-delusion and built self-knowledge.  They had
started the year as a group of incompetent individuals unable to take care of
themselves individually much less be of use to anyone else, and had finished as
a team of competent warriors.  For several years Manebrow had forged the
warriors of this gen with the hammer of his iron discipline.  Not in all that
time had he seen a group so ready for the trials.  However, not in all that
time had he heard of a quest where so much was unknown.


Whether the yearling who attained leader caste
this day was ready or not, Manebrow would be there to ensure that the mission
succeeded and that as many warriors as he could take care of would make it home
safely at the end.  To this end he’d pledged his life when taking the position
of elite warrior.  To this pledge he would hold true.  Manebrow felt the
strength of his vow and knew that, as long as he lived, his commitment would
not waver.
















Chapter 22
– Final Four


The
end of the competition was always a hectic thing.  The psychology of it was
simple; those without keys would hear the fighting at the tower and begin to
feel uncomfortable.  At which point they would usually stop looking and instead
linger around the tower, waiting to ambush whoever might have the last key
before he could open the chest.  On the other hand, those with at least one key
felt safe to venture out and ensure that all other keys had already been
obtained from all the other obstacles, because no one could win without their
key.  Of course, those with more than one key usually put the rest in the great
locks on the chest at the top of Tower of the Chalice, both to hear the
applause of the crowd, and because the rules wouldn’t allow them to hide the
keys anywhere else.


It had usually been the case in the past that one
or more obstacles had been overlooked in the chaos that was the scouting trial,
until at the very end the remaining kobolds somehow figured out that one or
more of the keys was not in play.


This time was no different in that respect. 
Jerrig and Trallik, both keyless, were trading arrows across the clearing of
the Tower of the Chalice while both Gorgon and Durik were out looking for
keys.  Neither Jerrig nor Trallik were willing to give up the cover of their
passageways to get close to one another, so for several minutes they exchanged
arrows, interspersed with brief episodes where one of them would run out, grab
the arrows the other had fired, then run back behind cover.  With the distance
and both of them being aware of the other, no hits were scored.


Gorgon quickly accomplished the objective he set
out to achieve.  Arriving at the Ruined Bridge Obstacle, he saw the boards and
materials in the ditch and, looking across the ditch to the empty pedestal on
the other side, surmised that this obstacle’s key must already be in play. 
After spending a short time more looking around to ensure that the key hadn’t
accidentally been dropped, Gorgon took off jogging toward the Smoke Obstacle.


 





 


As Durik approached the door to the large boar
hide hut that sat squarely in the middle of the Smoke Obstacle clearing, he noticed
the Honor Guard judge wearing a cloth over his snout while pumping a bellows
into a smelter full of burning cryweed whose chimney was a hide tube that
connected to the tent.  Tar closed most of the holes and seems in the tent, but
the remaining holes and the flaps in the front of the tent still seeped enough
of the acrid smoke out that it was necessary to keep burning the stuff.  Durik
walked up to the flap door of the obstacle and, standing aside, opened it as
far as he could, fastening it at the bottom to one of the stakes near the tent
corner.  Large amounts of the acrid cryweed smoke billowed out from the dark
interior of the tent as Durik decided what to do next.


Perhaps it was because of the work that had gone
into improving the chimney in the top of this cavern that they used this
obstacle almost every year.  Perhaps it was because of cryweed smoke’s effect
on creatures.  Whatever it was, Durik wasn’t happy to be the one to have to go
into the tent and get the key.  Going around to the side of the tent away from
the view of even the highest seats in the stands Durik stripped completely,
even leaving his loin cloth on the ground so that he’d have no lingering
cryweed smoke on him anywhere.  He then carefully hid his equipment as best he
could under the netting that covered the partitions that formed the walls of
the obstacle’s clearing.


After lifting the edge of the tent and waiting
several moments to let as much smoke billow out as he could, Durik held his
breath and crawled under the tent wall.  Despite his efforts to clear the
smoke, Durik’s eyes began to water almost immediately, and very soon thereafter
his nose began to run and he slowly began to feel his ability to breathe being
hampered.  On the sandy floor of the tent lay several small chests with simple
locks of various sizes.  Hanging from the tent ceiling by long strings were a
large number of keys of all different sizes.  Going as quickly as he could from
chest to chest on his stomach, Durik shook each of them to see if they
contained anything.  After several moments, Durik found a chest that rattled as
if it contained something metallic.  Being quite disoriented and not being able
to hold his breath any longer, Durik grabbed the chest, stood up and ran out
the door to the tent.


Durik stopped just outside the tent door and,
dropping the chest to the ground, bent over and coughed out massive amounts of
phlegm and mucus, wiping his eyes to clear away the streaming tears.  After a
few moments he caught his breath and stood up.  It was then that he noticed
Gorgon standing there in front of him, leaning on a javelin.


*Cough* “You…” *Cough* “been here long?” Durik
asked once he got over the surprise of being caught unarmed and naked and on
the wrong side of the tent.


“A few moments,” Gorgon answered.  “I was in no
hurry to follow you in there.”


*Cough* “Yeah.  So, what do we do now?  Are you
going to take me as I am?”  Durik asked, looking rather uncomfortable.


Gorgon thought for a moment.  If ever a victory
were to be handed him on a silver platter this, perhaps, was it.  After a
moment, however, he shook his head and answered.  “It wouldn’t be right,
Durik.  I’m more honorable than that.  How about you go get your gear while I
break open this chest.  I’ll take the key, but I’ll not take a kill from an
unarmed opponent, even if you did accidentally beat me in the melee trial.”


Durik grinned a nervous grin.  Not being in the
mood to argue at the moment, he turned and ran around behind the tent.  Lifting
the netting, Durik grabbed his gear and headed off immediately into a side
passage where he could escape the view of the crowd and the fully armed and
ready Gorgon.


As he reached the safety of the side passage, he
suddenly realized that he had been fully naked in view of the entire gen and,
he instantly realized, Kiria also!  The stunning embarrassment of it all came
slamming down on him all at once and it was more than he could bear.


It was several moments before Durik, trying hard
to shake it off, was able to get up and get his mind back into the fight.


 





 


It had been a simple matter to beat the chest
against the stone smelter until it shattered in his hands, then taking the
large key with a piece of dark gray cloth tied to it from the remnants of the
chest Gorgon headed off at a jog toward the Tower of the Chalice clearing.  He
was in no hurry.  In his mind, it was in his best interest to wait.  He had two
keys, and he knew that there was one other key out there somewhere.  He didn’t
remember seeing Durik with it, so he figured that one of the others probably
had it in his possession.


Gorgon assumed that the others would be at the
tower by now and if not, then at least he could catch whoever was there and
possibly score a couple more kills before the last key arrived.  Perhaps he
could knock another of his peers out of the contest and clear the area of
distractions.  By his figuring, only he, Durik, Jerrig, and Trallik were left
in the contest.  He’d looked up at the clay pots that marked how many kills
each had against them, but not all of the flags were well displayed.  But with
the fast pace of this trial so far, he figured that keys would win this contest
before kills ever did anyway.


As he approached the entrance to the clearing of
the Tower of the Chalice, Gorgon slowed to a walk then crept forward as he
tried his best to stay in the shadows of the passageway.  Ahead of him the
light from the fire pots reflected brightly in the clearing, leaving the tower
standing stark brown against the whited calcium carbonate deposits that lined
the ceiling of the cavern.  It was approaching mid-day in the world above, and
the pillar of light from the hole in the top of the massive cavern streamed
down through the dusty air, splashing light over the far end of the little clearing
and the passageways beyond.  From his position a few paces from an entrance,
Gorgon saw no immediate activity.  This naturally made him suspicious.


He moved forward a couple more paces until he
could see the other entrances to the clearing.  Still nothing to be seen.  This
worried him.  He was not concerned about facing any of the others face to face,
or even from a distance.  It was the unseen strike that he was much more
concerned about.  Waiting several moments, Gorgon eventually decided he had to
take action.


Gorgon brought his shield up in front of his chest
and made a run for the tower, scanning all the entrances as he went.  It took
quite a few strides, but by the time he arrived at the base, nothing had
moved.  Relieved, but still cautious, Gorgon climbed to the top of the tower.  Inspecting
the chest, he found that the same three keys were missing.


Gorgon took the Orc Guard Complex key from his
belt and, holding it up for the crowd to see, placed it in its lock and turned
it.  The crowd cheered and applauded.  Turning again toward the stairs, he
patted the remaining key on his belt and waved again to the crowd.


 





 


Trallik found the antics of kobolds like Gorgon
tiresome.  He found him to be vain and overly concerned about his image.  If
there was one thing that would bring him down, other than his sense of honor,
it would be the attention he paid to how he looked to others.  In fact, Trallik
would help him learn that lesson right now.


As he watched him wave to the crowd from the
shadows of a passageway Trallik brought his bow up and drew back the arrow he
had nocked.  Watching as Gorgon waved to the crowd then turned to walk down the
stairs, Trallik led Gorgon with his aim point by a notch or two, then released
suddenly.  The arrow flew quickly toward Gorgon’s back, eliciting a couple of
screams from the crowd as it flew.


 





 


Hearing a scream from the crowd behind him, Gorgon
spun quickly and dropped to a knee, bringing his shield quickly up in front of
his torso and head.  Almost instantly an arrow struck the wood of his shield
and clattered off down the staircase toward the lower levels of the tower.  


This brought cheers from the crowd.  Perhaps
loudest among them was Gorgon’s father Goryon the blacksmith, who stood up and
beat his chest and waved a well-muscled arm as he yelled.  And, though silent
next to him, a glint of pride could be seen in the eyes of the large orc slave
Grimgnaw.


Gorgon quickly scanned the two entrances that had
line of sight to the open side of the tower.  Both of them seemed silent and
still as they had all along.  This didn’t surprise him.  For the past year he’d
seen the capabilities of his fellow kobold yearlings develop and become
polished.  If there was one of his peers whose style it was to shoot someone in
the back, it was Trallik.  He’d already experienced it once this trial and wanted
nothing more at the moment than to take care of this problem once and for all.


Almost jumping down the stairs, Gorgon sprinted
for the one entrance that he believed the arrow had to have come from, shield
at the ready and holding his weapons high.  As he ran from the tower to the
entrance, he thought he saw movement.  Approaching the entranceway he saw
Trallik’s form running as fast as he could down the passage and away from him. 



Gorgon yelled in rage and sprinted all the faster
after him.  The chase was on!


 





 


Jerrig had spent all the arrows that Trallik had
fired in his direction.  Besides, his right wrist which had caused so many
problems for him in the ranged weapons trial was beginning to hurt again. 
Fearing that Trallik would get the upper hand on him in the open space of the
clearing, he decided to head back toward the perimeter and see if he couldn’t
find a side connecting passageway to lead him toward Trallik’s position.  As
luck would have it, there was no side passage along the entire length of the
passageway that went in Trallik’s direction.  Eventually, he found himself
coming out of the obstacles altogether not far from the trainer’s stand.


Trying to ignore the hundreds of eyes fixed on
him, Jerrig skirted the perimeter of the obstacles and headed back into the
next passageway he could find back toward the center of the obstacles. 
Thinking that Trallik was probably one more passageway over, Jerrig started to
head down a side passageway.  After a couple of moments, he heard the crowd
cheering and stopped to listen.  After a bit, he heard the crowd cheer again,
then moments later he heard Gorgon’s distinctive yell coming from the center of
the obstacles.  Grasping his javelins a little tighter, Jerrig continued down
the side passageway.  After a few moments, he thought he heard footsteps
running toward him.  Placing one javelin against the wall, Jerrig readied the
other and prepared to throw.  Soon, Trallik appeared around a bend not twenty
paces from him, running like he was being chased by a bear.


Jerrig aimed and, taking a step forward, threw the
javelin at Trallik.  Unfortunately for Jerrig, Trallik saw him at the last
minute and threw himself to the side as quickly as he could, barely dodging the
javelin and letting out a loud squeal in the process.  In the meantime, Jerrig
had picked up the other javelin and was preparing to defend himself in hand to
hand if need be.  Trallik, breathing heavily and leaning against the wall for
support, grinned an evil grin and pushed off the wall.  Bringing his bow up and
grabbing an arrow both in one swift motion, Trallik was able to fire before
Jerrig could bring his javelin to bear.  Trying desperately to knock it away
before it hit, Jerrig stumbled back against the wall.  The arrow struck true
despite his best efforts and soon Jerrig was on his way back to his starting
point.  


The Honor Guard judge in the crow’s nest closest
to them announced the second kill on Jerrig as he ran back to the starting
point to wipe the paint off.  


Trallik wasted no time, continuing immediately down
the passageway, fear coming back into his eyes as he sprinted.


 





 


Durik ran down the passageway and through a couple
of shaded side passageways to clear his lungs of the cryweed smoke and to clear
his mind of his embarrassment.  He tried hard to put away what he was feeling
for Kiria.  It was likely to lose him the competition!  Shaking his head, his
face hardened a bit, his determination strengthened, and he exerted all his
strength of will to focus on the task at hand and push other thoughts away.


Still lacking a belt, Durik wrapped the Ruined
Bridge key into his loin cloth as he tied it.  He stood up straight and took a
deep breath, finally feeling his emotions under control.  Taking the wooden sword
in his right hand, Durik jogged the remaining distance toward the starting
points on the outer rim of the obstacles.


After going point to point through four of the
points, Durik found a fighting spear, a sword sheath with belt for his short
sword, probably the best of the remaining javelins, and a shield he hoped would
serve well until he got up close with Gorgon.


As he was fitting the shield to his arm, he heard
one of the trainers yell Jerrig’s name.  Not hearing the announcer call
Jerrig’s status, he assumed that Jerrig must still be in the trials.  He looked
up at the pots and saw that Jerrig only had two flags now, confirming what he’d
believed.  Picking up the spear and javelin, Durik jogged into the nearest
passageway and headed toward the Tower of the Chalice.  


As he ran, a strange feeling began to come over
him again.  Slowing almost to a stop, again an image began to form in his mind. 
As suddenly as it had two days before, his senses were flooded with light and
an overwhelming feeling of power as the vision quickly formed in front of him. 
Blinking, Durik saw that now he was in front of a wooden door of the same style
that could be found throughout the caverns of his gen’s home.  In a moment he
felt himself moving toward the door, accelerating until he was about to slam
into it.  Holding up his arms and closing his eyes, he did not feel the
anticipated pain.  Tentatively opening his eyes, Durik could see that he had
somehow passed through the door and now stood inside a small closet-like room. 
To his surprise he saw several kobolds with the well-toned muscles of warriors,
yet dressed as servant caste, sitting about the small room talking.


The rush of power that surrounded Durik made it
impossible to hear what they were saying, but Durik could feel the intentions
of their hearts.  He knew they had evil deeds planned.  Suddenly, as he
pondered on the feeling, Durik knew that these kobolds were conspiring to kill Lord
Karthan.  With a sudden burst of realization, Durik knew the door he had come through
was the door next to the stands in the arena!


Then, as suddenly as the vision had opened, it
closed again and Durik was left staring up through the netting into the light
streaming from the chimney of the great cavern.  Blinking, he looked about and
found himself still alone.


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


As Durik ran, the power and strength began slowly
to decay until, arriving at the opening to the central clearing, it was little
more than a refreshing memory.  Though he was tempted to ponder on the matter
further, Durik struggled to put the episode out of his mind and focus on the
task at hand.  


There would be time to deal with all of these
distractions, but now was not the time.


 





 


Gorgon ran after Trallik with everything he had. 
It wasn’t the first foot race that he’d had with Trallik.  He’d outrun him
several times on short sprints, even when Trallik had a sizable head start.  In
the dim light of the caverns Gorgon’s precise stride and forceful pumping of
his arms resembled the operations of a millwheel, rhythmic and powerful.  The
endless hours he had spent, both before the year of training and while some of
the others were sitting around resting, had paid off, especially considering
this time of rapid growth in the young kobold’s life.  Scales rippled over
bulging muscles as he ran.


But for all his speed and strength, Gorgon didn’t
know which way Trallik had gone when he reached a crossing in the passageways. 
He looked quickly to the left, the right, and peered ahead through the shadowy
corridor ahead.  Not hearing or seeing anything, Gorgon made a quick choice and
sprinted off down the left corridor.


Moments later he heard a loud squeal coming from
behind him and turned immediately around to run the other way.  Within a few
moments he was back to the intersection and headed at a full sprint down the
right passageway.  The trainer in the crows’ nest closest to him yelled
Jerrig’s name, and Gorgon knew he was on Trallik’s trail.


 





 


Durik saw no one in the central clearing and
figured that they must be nearby.  Looking up at the two trainers in the crows
nests perched over the obstacles, he noticed that both of them were looking
down into the passageways not far to the right of his passageway.  As he
watched, he saw them carefully following something with their gaze that seemed
to be quickly coming his direction.


Durik stepped back from the entrance and, placing
his spear against the wall, readied his javelin for throwing.  From behind him
in the corridor, Durik heard the soft sound of footsteps running toward him in
the sand.  His tail swishing slowly from side to side, Durik hunched behind his
shield and raised his javelin above his head, prepared to throw.  Almost
immediately, Trallik came running into view down the corridor.  Durik threw
with all his might, hoping to catch Trallik off guard.  


Again, at the last second Trallik caught a glimpse
of something flying in his direction and dropped to the ground, this time
spilling the arrows out of his quiver as he came to an awkward stop face first
in the sand.  He wasted no time in getting up, however.  Rising to his knees,
he looked ahead of him to make sure Durik didn’t have another javelin ready
while grabbing desperately for arrows and his knife.  Behind him down the
corridor he could see Gorgon make the turn in the corridor at a full sprint and
head toward him.


Caught between Gorgon and Durik, Trallik got his
knife back in its sheath and, grabbing a pair of arrows in one hand, ran toward
Durik.  Durik had unsheathed his sword by this time and was headed for
Trallik.  As Trallik approached at a dead run, Durik swung low, attempting to
trip him.  Trallik dove over his sword and rolled head over heels twice on the
other side of Durik then, standing, took off for the tower in the center of the
clearing, shedding his newly broken bow and arrows in the process.


Durik turned, sword and shield in hand, as Gorgon slowed
to a cautious stop ahead of him.  Panting heavily, Gorgon put the two javelins
he’d been carrying against the wall and readied his warhammer.


“Aha!  We meet again!” Gorgon cried between
breaths.


“But this time the advantage seems to be mine,”
Durik answered.  “I’ll give you a moment to catch your breath if you’d like.”


Gorgon looked at him for a second then, taking a
final deep breath, replied, “That won’t be necessary.  I’ll put you in your
place either way.”


Durik grinned and got into a ready stance, “We’ll
see who does the putting and who gets put!”


Almost simultaneously, the two of them rushed at
each other.  Durik brought his sword up to deflect Gorgon’s downward hammer
swing, knowing that if Gorgon succeeded in connecting solidly with his shield
the blow would probably numb his arm.  As the weapons connected and Durik
managed to stop Gorgon’s downward momentum, Gorgon brought his shield arm
around from behind him and tried bowling Durik over.  Durik was ready for his
maneuver, however, and was able to push him off then step to the side.


Gorgon swung his hammer around in an underhand
swing at Durik’s shins, which Durik barely avoided.  Stepping back a pace,
Durik circled around him as Gorgon recovered from his last swing then, with the
hope of catching Gorgon off balance, Durik stepped in with a thrust that Gorgon
easily deflected with his shield.


The two of them continued to trade blows warily
for quite some time, neither one of them having the clear advantage over the
other.  At first, Durik’s slightly superior agility kept him one step ahead of
Gorgon’s hammer.  After a couple of minutes, however, Gorgon managed to catch
Durik’s shield, ripping it easily from his grasp.  Fortunately, Durik was near
the spear that he’d left in the entrance to the passageway.  Dropping his
sword, Durik picked up the fighting spear and, after accustoming his hands to
the grip of the spear again, went after Gorgon with all the spear-fighting
techniques he had spent much of this past year developing.  His efforts brought
him no results, however.


After making no progress in the close quarters of
the passageway, Durik quickly gave ground and backed up into the clearing where
he hoped to use the open space to his advantage.  Gorgon pressed the fight and
soon Durik found himself in a desperate fight to keep his spear and his footing
in the face of a much stronger foe.  


Gorgon was determined to not grow impatient with
Durik this time.  He had learned his lesson the last couple of times that he
had faced Durik and was willing to bide his time if that’s how it had to be to
win the competition.  If there was one way he knew he could beat Durik, it was
in a contest of shear muscle and endurance.  He was sure he could deal out more
punishment than the smaller Durik could ever withstand.


 





 


In the stands, the crowd went almost silent in
anticipation as Durik and Gorgon appeared from a passageway on the far side of
the central clearing.  After a few moments, Gorgon’s father Goryon grew
impatient and started yelling “Finish him, boy!  What are you waiting for?!”


Durik’s uncle Drok also started yelling “Hang in
there Durik!  Stay focused!” and after several moments “Don’t let him wear you
down!  Get in there with him!”  Darya, Karial, and Grimgnaw all watched
intently with the rest of the crowd as what they thought would be the deciding
match of the trials was fought out in front of their eyes.


From the seats of the council member’s boxes, after
a minute or two of this Khazak Mail Fist could barely contain himself.  “Swat
him down, whelp!” he muttered none too softly.  “What are you dancing around
with him for!?  What is this, a social event or the trials!?”


Seated next to him, Lord Karthan just smiled.


 





 


Neither Trallik nor Jerrig wasted any time while
Durik and Gorgon fought it out in the center ring.  As soon as Jerrig made it
back to his starting point, he wiped off the red mark from Trallik’s arrow and
set about searching the points around him for javelins.  He selected a good
pair of javelins and a sword with scabbard that he hung on his belt.  As he was
getting ready to head back into the obstacles he stopped to think for a minute,
then picked out a shield from the point he was at and slung it over his back. 
Feeling ready to end this competition and see what place he could take, if any,
Jerrig started back toward the center of the obstacles at a slow jog.


Trallik, on the other hand, ran almost frantically
around the passageways between the clearing of the Tower of the Chalice and the
Crucible.  He soon found what he was looking for; the bow that Jerrig had
dropped just a bit before.  He picked up the quiver that went along with it and
saw that it was empty.  Cursing his luck, Trallik remembered the first kill
that had been scored against him in the Tomb of Kor Obstacle area and thought
that perhaps the arrows that had been fired might still be present.  He quickly
took off in that direction, skirting the central clearing as he did not want to
tangle with Durik or Gorgon until he could do so on terms more favorable to
himself.


Though he had not even thought of them once this
day, nor had he ever looked their direction, all of Trallik’s family was there
in the stands.  And after the treacherous way he had performed, they were the
only ones still openly cheering for him.
















Chapter 23
– The Chalice of Kale


The
council members had all been watching the competition with more interest than
they had shown in previous years.  Other than the larger than normal bets that
had been made at second meal, Lord Karthan knew that it was because of his announcement
the evening prior that the winner of this competition would be made leader
caste and given the apprentice rank of adventurer class, essentially being
lined up to take the next vacancy in the gen’s council.  If his chamberlain’s
work uncovered enough proof of treachery in the leader caste, then this new
adventurer class could be quickly put into any vacant slot that occurred.  He
could only imagine that bringing yet another loyalist into the council would
help calm and solidify things.


He stopped to think for a minute, and then
reconsidered his last thought.  He was not sure that these yearlings were
terribly loyal to him.  He thought that none of them came from families that
were enemies to him; after all, all of his known enemies seemed to be leader
caste… or elite warriors.  After a moment of pondering, Lord Karthan turned to
his chamberlain who was seated next to him.


“Khazak,” he started.


Khazak Mail Fist, who had been watching the battle
between Durik and Gorgon in the central clearing intensely, stopped yelling and
turned toward Lord Karthan.  “Yes, my lord,” he answered, bending closer to
hear him over the din of the crowd.


“Whoever wins this competition, I would like to
see him tonight in my personal chambers.  Make sure he is brought without being
too obvious about it… and alone.”


“Yes, my lord.  It shall be done.”


 





 


Gorgon pressed the battle and Durik now found
himself losing ground as hammer blow after hammer blow landed on his spear.  It
was obvious to Durik what Gorgon was trying to do by constantly hammering on
his spear.  He was trying to either break his spear or tire him out, likely
both.  Durik knew he had to break this tactic, as it clearly favored his much
stronger foe.  Deflecting and dodging as best he could, while trying to keep
Gorgon on his toes with an occasional thrust, Durik soon found his back against
one of the pillars of the tower.  Durik turned around and ran as fast as he
could around the base of the tower to the open side, then quickly put the
stairs between him and the onrushing Gorgon.


Both of them stood eyeing each other from between
the steps of the spiral staircase as they caught their breath.  Soon, Gorgon
rushed around the base of the staircase, hoping to catch Durik off balance. 
Durik was tired, but still too quick for Gorgon.  Instead of catching Durik,
Gorgon ended up trading sides of the staircase with him.  Again, they ended up
eyeing each other through the holes between the steps.


All of a sudden, Gorgon noticed a piece of metal
wrapped in the tie of Durik’s loincloth.  Wiping the sweat from his eyes, he
looked again and saw that, definitely, it was the missing key.


“Aha.  So you’ve got the missing key!”  Gorgon
exclaimed.


“It’s not been missing.  It’s been with me for
some time,” Durik panted in reply, flashing Gorgon a toothy grin.


Gorgon charged around the stairwell again.  Again
Durik was too fast for him and the two merely ended up changing places.  This
pattern continued for several more times until Gorgon, getting frustrated with
Durik’s unwillingness to play his endurance game, chased Durik one more time
but ran up the stairs instead of around them.  As Gorgon ascended, Durik thrust
his spear through the stairwell.  By pure chance, Gorgon happened to stumble at
that very moment and Durik’s spear grazed Gorgon’s shield arm.  Gorgon growled
as he reached the next level of the tower and threw his shield over the side of
the tower, holding his left arm behind his back.


“Well, if I can’t get a kill on you, perhaps I’ll
take you a piece at a time,” Durik called up the stairs after him.


Gorgon was upset, and his anger showed in his
voice.  “What have I done!?” he yelled to no one in particular.  “Why do the
Fates curse me like this!?”  As Durik climbed the stairs, Gorgon jumped from
the platform and headed back toward his start point to nullify the wound.  


This time, Durik stood on the platform as Gorgon
left running.


 





 


Keryak, Arbelk, and Troka watched from the base of
the trainer’s stand as Gorgon came out of the obstacles and, approaching his
starting point, took the wet rag provided and washed a large red mark off of
his left arm.  Once finished, Gorgon began to run toward the next point to grab
a shield he saw hanging there.


As the entire crowd watched, Trallik stepped out
from the passageway that Gorgon had just recently left and, drawing his bow
back, fired an arrow at Gorgon’s back.  This time, the screams from the crowd
were not quick enough to alert Gorgon of the danger in time and the arrow
struck him squarely between the shoulder blades, leaving a large red mark and a
welt.


“Gorgon!” both trainers in the crows’ nests called
simultaneously.  The announcer put a second red flag in the clay jug on the
announcers stand with Gorgon’s initial on it.  At this time, besides Durik who
had one flag, the other three remaining kobolds all had two.


With absolute fury in his eyes, Gorgon quickly
turned around.  Trallik turned and ran as fast as he could into the
passageway.  Feeling the eyes of the crowd on him, Gorgon dropped his hammer
and key then ran back the few steps to his starting point to quickly wipe off
the red mark and grab a javelin before sprinting back to pick up his hammer and
key again.  Gaining control of himself to some degree, he decided against
running straight after Trallik, and instead went to the next point over and got
the shield that he had originally targeted.  Then he sprinted with every bit of
energy he had left after Trallik, fully focused on the task of finding and
beating Trallik senseless.


 





 


The fact that Trallik had a good understanding of
most tactical situations wasn’t even a question.  He’d heard Gorgon running by
from a side passage.  Thinking that Gorgon had had his second kill against him
already, but wondering why he was still carrying his hammer instead of having
dropped it, he followed Gorgon back toward his starting point.  Noticing that
he’d only been ‘wounded,’ Trallik saw the opportunity to possibly get an easy
kill and waited patiently.  Very soon, Gorgon had stepped off his starting
point.  Trallik aimed carefully and fired, hitting him square.


This understanding of the tactical situation
really did nothing to prepare his lacking courage for the pure anger and hatred
he saw in Gorgon’s eyes as he turned to face Trallik.  Scared, and hearing
footsteps that weren’t there as he ran, Trallik sprinted for all he was worth
in a desperate attempt to get away from Gorgon before he could catch and kill
him.


His desperate run brought him into the central
clearing, where he barely modified his course to avoid Durik on the second floor
of the tower as he ran across the clearing to the other side.  Durik, in the
mean time, had found a bow, arrows in a quiver, a pair of javelins, and his
misplaced sword and shield.  Along with his spear, he’d taken all these and
established something of a strongpoint on the second floor of the tower. 
Aiming at Trallik as he ran by, Durik fired two arrows, both of which missed
his dodging and weaving fellow yearling, though not by much.


From the near side of the clearing to the crowd,
Jerrig watched carefully while hidden in the shadows of a side passageway.


 





 


It was not long before Gorgon appeared from the
same passageway that Trallik had recently exited.  Javelin, hammer and shield
in his hands, he slowed almost to a stop as he checked to make sure that no one
was waiting in ambush on either side of the opening.  Satisfied that the only
danger was Durik in the tower, he came walking warily out toward the base of
the tower.  Durik, in turn, stood up with bow in hand.  Drawing back the string
he fired his remaining three arrows in rapid succession.  Gorgon blocked the
first with his shield, then ducked as the second sailed over his head.  Gauging
the flight of the third one, Gorgon stepped to the side and knocked it away
with his shield.


Putting his hammer in his belt, Gorgon took
javelin in hand and approached.  From his higher position in the tower, Durik
knew he could beat Gorgon’s range with the javelin.  Throwing the first one
while Gorgon was still relatively far out, Durik watched it wobble through the
air.  The day’s events had taken their toll on his accuracy.  Seeing how poorly
he’d done with the first javelin, Durik waited for Gorgon to get closer before
hefting his second javelin. 


Gorgon approached to within thirty steps of the
base of the tower.  Laying his hammer down for a moment, he ran forward a few
steps and threw his javelin with all his might.  Durik was surprised by the
trajectory and speed he was able to put behind that javelin and was almost
caught by it.  At the last second, he snapped his shield up.  The javelin
caught the edge of the shield and ripped it from his grasp, causing it to fly
across the tower to the opposite wall.  Seeing his limited success, Gorgon
stepped back and collected his hammer, then came charging toward the base of
the tower.  As he approached, Durik regained his balance and, taking aim,
quickly threw his remaining javelin.  His aim was true, but Gorgon was fast
enough with his shield to deflect it, though the arm strap of his shield ripped
in the process.  Gorgon stopped and dropped the useless shield, exchanging it
for the javelin Durik had just thrown.  With hammer in one hand and javelin in
the other, Gorgon carefully maneuvered up the stairs, making sure to not leave
any openings for Durik to exploit.


Durik, in the mean time, had drawn his sword with
his left hand and was preparing for Gorgon’s arrival.  Soon, the two of them
were locked in melee combat on the second level of the Tower of the Chalice.


From the stands, the crowd cheered and yelled,
each kobold yelling for their favorite to win.  Many of them cheered the much
stronger Gorgon, but surprisingly, many more cheered the seeming underdog,
Durik.  Over the course of this day, it had been his presence of mind that had
gained more than Gorgon’s strength.  His ability to think calmly and
rationally, even while pressed by a superior foe, had won him the respect and
admiration of many.


 





 


With Gorgon far behind him and obviously not on
his trail, Trallik gained back his courage and eventually began to make his way
around the obstacles until he came back again to a passage which led back toward
the trainer’s stand and the crowd.  Turning back toward the center, Trallik
began to jog tiredly back in the direction of the tower.


Fortunately for him, he thought, he’d not lost his
bow or either of his two remaining arrows this time.  Checking his belt, he
found that both long knives were still in their sheaths.  Encouraged by this,
Trallik pressed on toward the center.


Reaching the entrance to the central clearing,
Trallik watched as Durik and Gorgon again fought it out on the second level of
the tower.  Taking his bow from his shoulder, he decided that, if ever there
was a prime opportunity to increase his standings in the trials, and possibly
win, this was it.


 





 


From a side passage, Jerrig had watched the battle
that he was sure would determine the winner of this tournament.  Though he
would of course be willing to accept either of them as his leader, Jerrig
secretly hoped that Durik would win.  The fact that Jerrig had made it through
the year of training was directly attributable to the number of times that
Durik and Keryak had helped him overcome some challenge or another.  Those two
had consistently taken care of him since the beginning, when most of the others
had shunned him because of the rumors they’d heard.


As he was watching, Jerrig saw Trallik step
slightly out of the shadows of a passageway just out of javelin range.  Trallik
reached over his shoulder, and Jerrig saw him draw an arrow out of his quiver. 
Trallik was focused on the fight in the tower and had not seen him, and it was obvious
to Jerrig that neither of the kobolds in the tower had seen Trallik either.  


If there was one kobold that Jerrig knew he didn’t
want to be in charge, it was Trallik.  Hefting his javelin and focusing all the
control his mind could muster, Jerrig ran forward out of the passageway and
threw his javelin with all his might.  Trallik turned quickly and, seeing the
javelin coming for him, fired an arrow in Jerrig’s direction before stepping
out of the trajectory of the javelin.


Focusing his powers with all his might, Jerrig
reached out with his mind and pushed the javelin, causing it to veer slightly toward
a very surprised Trallik.  With a sharp exhale, the javelin knocked Trallik to
the ground as only a split second later Trallik’s arrow exploded in a cloud of
red dye on Jerrig’s chest.


 





 


Durik and Gorgon again were on either side of the
staircase.  Durik had managed to keep Gorgon off balance enough to keep him
from landing a solid blow, but had not yet worn down his patience to the point
where Gorgon would let down his guard enough for an opportunity to strike.  At
the moment Jerrig had stepped out and thrown his javelin Durik was facing in
his direction and, as Gorgon moved slightly to one side, he saw the javelin’s
flight path bend until it slammed into Trallik, knocking him to the ground. 
Though it wasn’t the strangest thing he’d seen that day, Durik was left
wondering.


“I think your problems with Trallik in the trials
are over,” Durik said matter-of-factly as he snapped his focus back to the
moment to fend off another javelin thrust.


Gorgon looked at him quizzically as he thrust
again, this time through the stairs, “Why do you say that?”


From above them in the crow’s nest, the trainer
cried out, “Trallik and Jerrig! Trallik first!”


Gorgon backed up and looked behind him at Trallik
on the ground holding his stomach and Jerrig wiping the die from his face and
chest as best he could.  When he turned back around, his smile was all teeth.


From the stands, the announcer’s voice boomed out,
“Trallik ends the competition with three points.”  After a moment, his voice
boomed out again, “Jerrig takes third place in the scouting competition,
scoring three points.  Jerrig ends the competition with three points overall!” 
The crowd cheered and Jerrig’s father was grinning from ear to ear with pride
that his troubled son had somehow done so well as to place third in the
scouting trial.  The look on Trallik’s father’s face, however, was more one of
concern.


Back in the tower, Gorgon and Durik had realized
that the competition had come down to them.  By Gorgon’s calculations, if he
could take down Durik and get the cup, by points he’d tie with Durik, and in
the past unlike a tie for second or third, a tie for first place had always
gone to the winner of the scouting trial; to he who got the cup.  


As he stepped forward again, intent on breaking
Durik’s discipline and making him slip up, Gorgon started swinging his javelin
from side to side in great, sweeping arcs, holding his hammer at the ready.  


Durik realized that Gorgon was deliberately
exposing one side in hopes that he would take his chances and try to exploit
it.  While he was not terribly fond of tripping other peoples’ traps, Durik did
notice that this new tactic had exposed an error on Gorgon’s part.  As Gorgon
swung his javelin in front of his body, the momentum he was putting into the
javelin caused him to cross his feet slightly.  As Gorgon advanced, Durik
suddenly dropped his sword and leapt forward, but instead of going for Gorgon’s
side and getting a hammer blow as a reward, Durik followed the movement of the
javelin as it crossed in front of Gorgon’s body and grabbed it, pushing the tip
of it until it lodged against the stairway.  He then pushed toward Gorgon’s end
of the javelin, catching Gorgon with his feet slightly crossed and knocking him
slightly off balance.  As Gorgon struggled to recover his balance, Durik
advanced, driving his spear downward as he came.


Gorgon saw it coming and dropped his hammer in
time to grab the end of Durik’s spear before it could strike home.  The
concentration that task took caused him to continue to stumble backwards, but
in turn Durik’s spear clattered away across the platform.  A split second
later, Durik slammed into Gorgon and the two of them stumbled back until they
both fell off the edge of the platform to the sand below, the light from the
chimney above them blinding Gorgon as he fell backwards.


Fortunately for Durik, Gorgon landed on his back,
breaking the javelin in two pieces between him and Durik, who landed on top of
him.  Jumping up, Durik let go of the pieces and dived for a javelin that was
lying nearby in the sand.  Blinking in the bright light streaming down from
above, Gorgon saw what Durik was doing and threw the bottom half of the broken
javelin.  Durik spun around and ducked as the broken haft went flying over his
head then, taking his javelin in both hands, Durik rushed forward.  Though he
had pretty much recovered from the fall and gotten to his feet, Gorgon missed
blocking Durik’s javelin as he swung his javelin like a club, leaving his side
exposed.  Durik saw his opportunity and drove his javelin home, catching
Gorgon’s exposed side and leaving a long stripe along his ribcage.


“Gorgon!” the trainer in the crow’s nest called.  In
the stands the crowd went wild.  Durik’s family jumped up and down ecstatically,
as did most of the Wolf Riders Warrior Group that he had grown up in.  In the
council boxes Torgal of the Sundered Skull, assisted by his servant Kabbak, was
on his feet and was gloating loudly about the large bet he’d just won.  In
front of the trainer’s stand, Keryak beamed with pride for his best friend.


Durik grasped Gorgon’s hand and took the key, then
turned and climbed both flights of stairs to the top in a few bounds.  The
brilliant light of mid-day in the world above streamed down through the first
entrance to their home caverns, wreathing the tower in a bright, lustrous glow
as Durik stood on the top stand; the finish line.  Standing before the chest as
the crowd cheered, Durik placed the remaining two keys into their locks and
opened the chest.  In the middle of the large chest on a low pedestal sat a
much smaller case.  Durik brought it out and opened it, revealing a golden
goblet ringed with precious stones; the cup they all had fought so hard to
obtain.


Turning to the crowd, Durik held the chalice with
both hands above his head for all to see, the light of the world above
reflecting off its many surfaces as the entire gen looked on in exuberant awe.


 
















Chapter 24
– Decisions and Destinies


Manebrow
dried the ink from his fresh marks on the archival scroll for this Trials of
Caste, where he had listed Durik’s name as overall winner of the Trials of
Caste, Gorgon as second place, and Jerrig and Trallik as tied for third. 
Finishing, Manebrow rolled up the scroll and tied it with a leather thong, then
walked down the steps from the trainers stand, taking his place in front of the
Lord’s Box, facing toward the stands.  From a side door just off the arena
floor a small group of servant caste entered, hurriedly moving to clear the
barrels and other sundry equipment that lay about the place where the
ceremonies would conclude.


Standing almost as one, Lord Karthan, Khazak Mail
Fist, the leaders of the other five warrior groups as well as the remaining
chief elite warriors all converged on the stairs in front of the Lord’s Box and
made their way down to the floor of the arena.  Lord Karthan took his place in
front of Kormach Manebrow, Khazak Mail Fist standing to one side of him, though
Lord Karthan’s grizzled old chief elite warrior was strangely absent from his
spot on Lord Karthan’s other side.  On their right Khee-lar stood alone as
leader of the Deep Guard, while next to him Raoros Fang and Troll both took
their places as leaders of the Wolf Riders.  On their left, the leader caste
and chief elite warriors of the Metalsmithies, Trade, and Patrol Guard warrior
groups all took their places as the servant caste struggled to drag a large
barrel full of practice weapons to the bottom of the trainer’s stand and out of
view of the crowd.


The yearlings marched forward and stopped, turning
to form one rank in front of Lord Karthan, and the crowd quieted in boisterous
anticipation of the conclusion of the Trials of Caste.  Anticipation was high
in the crowd, anticipation of the promise of new status for the yearlings and
the expected surprise that the announcement of the quest always provided.


Within the ranks of the yearlings, there were many
emotions.  Durik’s victory had wiped away all the self-consciousness his bronze
scales had caused him since his earliest memories.  He felt pride, yet
apprehension, the events of the scouting trial having overcome most thoughts of
the insurrection, yet the sudden appearance of the servant caste who were so
interested in these barrels instantly set him on edge.  Could these be the
warriors he had seen in his dream… in his vision?  Durik was certain for a
moment, but the power of the vision had quickly faded and so he doubted.  Besides,
he was the focus of the entire gen at the moment, and that felt very real.


Gorgon and Trallik both felt frustration at having
not placed first, though one of them began the process of accepting his fate
while the other refused to.  Most of the yearlings simply felt relief; relief
that the trials had ended without embarrassing themselves in front of the
entire gen, relief that the year of intense training was over and they were
finally to become warriors, and for some perhaps even relief that they had not
been chosen to lead whatever quest it was that they were to be given.


After Lord Karthan unrolled and reviewed the
scroll, Khazak Mail Fist raised his hands above his head and turned to face the
crowd, signaling for them to be silent.  Looking over at Manebrow, he nodded
and the master trainer turned smartly, jogging to take his place off to one
side to indicate that his role as these yearlings’ trainer and now judge was finally
finished.


As the crowd quieted, Khazak saw Lord Karthan’s
nod as he stood looking at the seven yearlings that had now completed the Trials
of Caste.  He took the cue.  “Sire, the yearlings are prepared to receive your
judgments,” the chamberlain stated for all to hear.


“Yearlings,” Lord Karthan started in a loud, clear
voice, “Since the beginnings of our race, these trials have served many
purposes, primarily they have served as a means for differentiating the
protectors from the protected.  This day is no different in that respect. 
Today you have shown to the entire gen who you are and what you are capable of
accomplishing.  Today, you cross over from being untested whelps to capable
adults.  Today you also make the additional step of crossing over from being
the protected to being the protectors of this gen.  Today, you are warriors of
the Kale Gen.”


The crowd cheered with the pronouncement of seven
new warriors.  Lord Karthan waited for a few moments then nodded to his
chamberlain.  Khazak Mail Fist raised one steel clad fist in a gesture of
silence.  Lord Karthan continued his speech.


“I have said that these trials have served many
purposes, and so it is.  Today as in times past, they serve to differentiate
the leaders from the led.  Be it known this day that Gorgon shall serve this
gen as elite warrior, with all the rights and responsibilities belonging to
this high and difficult calling.  Additionally, Gorgon, you shall henceforth
carry the honor name of Hammer for your skill with the hammer both as a
blacksmith and in combat, as well as for the relentless way you use your great
strength.”


Gorgon was stunned.  The only thing that passed
through his mind was that Lord Karthan must be mistaken.  After all, he had
lost in fair combat to Durik.  Despite his discipline, his jaw hung open as he
tried to grasp what had just happened.  


Standing next to Gorgon, it was obvious from the
look on Durik’s face that Gorgon was not the only one who didn’t have a clear
understanding of why Lord Karthan had made such a proclamation.  His eyes
wandering about in pain, Durik saw his family all murmuring amongst themselves
in confusion.  He looked to the Lord’s Box to see Kiria’s reaction, but she was
not there, which only added to his confusion.


Holding up one hand to quiet the shocked crowd,
Lord Karthan continued, “You will not lead this quest, however, Gorgon Hammer,
though this quest will likely take you and your five new warriors to the depths
of the earth, the heights of the mountains, and perhaps to a place where our
gen has not dared venture since it was sealed to us by our ancestors tens of
generations now past.  I say you and your five warriors, but with you I will
send five more warriors under the leadership of their own elite warrior.” 
Turning to look at the master trainer who stood stiffly off to one side, Lord
Karthan continued, “Manebrow, come forth,” he called.


Manebrow straightened and turned at the call of
the Lord of the Gen, jogging quickly to take a position standing well behind
the new warriors.  Once he was in position, he called out, “Lord, your trainer
is ready to receive your orders!”


As Manebrow made his approach, the servant caste
suddenly began digging into a large barrel full of long, warped sticks.  After
a few moments, with confused looks they all began pulling the sticks out and
throwing them off to the side as discretely as they could.  Though the leaders
of the gen had their backs turned to the servant caste and so did not notice,
Manebrow and the seven former yearlings certainly did.  Troll heard the
movement behind him, however, and misinterpreted it.


Lord Karthan smiled with pride as he looked on his
Master Trainer.  “Manebrow, you have done well as Master Trainer of this gen. 
Your dedication and expertise has helped build this gen’s warrior caste into a
force that none of our enemies have been able to withstand.  Truly you are to
be commended.  I release you now from your duties as Master Trainer for a
season.  I will give you charge over five of this gen’s warriors, which will be
named in private council tonight.”  


As Manebrow left to take his place off to the side,
Lord Karthan paused, turning to look at the crowd.  Slightly confused by the
antics of the handful of servant caste below the trainer’s stand, he tried his
best to ignore it.  “It is written in our law that forming a group of this size
demands that one of the leader caste be called upon to take charge.  As such,”
Lord Karthan turned and looked at the yearlings yet again, “I hereby make
Durik, the champion of this year’s Trials of Caste, a leader caste from this
time forth, at the rank of adventurer class, with all the rights and
responsibilities inherent in this great charge.”


Durik staggered, but didn’t fall.  His uncle,
aunt, and sister stood with jaws wide open.  Gorgon stood a little taller, as
though the world had just been made right, while Trallik looked at Durik in
stunned, angry silence.  Keryak muttered in confusion as he looked at his best
friend like he’d just sprouted a third horn.


Lord Karthan cut through the astonished buzz of
the crowd with his next statement.  “Leaders, warriors, and members of the Kale
Gen,” he paused as the excited noise of the crowd subsided, “this day I give a
quest to our new—and old warrior group.  Durik, your quest is to find the Kale
Stone, the source of our ancestors’ power.  Do you accept this quest, Durik,
not only for yourself, but on behalf of those whose lives are now in your
hands?”


Durik stood in stunned disbelief.  It had all
happened so fast.  One minute he was the orphaned son of a long dead wolf
trainer trying to prove that he too deserved warrior status, as his father
before him.  The next minute, he had been plucked from his humble beginnings
and exalted to the leader caste.  Hearing Lord Karthan’s question, he did what
any sensible being would do in such a circumstance; he stuttered.


“Um… uh…. yu… ye… ye… Yes?”
he finally managed to spit it out.


“So be it,” Lord Karthan pronounced as the crowd
cheered.  “May the quest for the Kale Stone begin!”


 





 


It was at that exact moment that the dour Troll
decided he had had enough.  No matter what was delaying his warriors under the
trainers stand behind him, he had to take action.  Drawing his sword, he turned
and barked “Death to Lord Karthan!”  Without even seeing if his warriors were
with him, Troll leapt at Lord Karthan, sword held high and ready to strike.


Khazak Mail Fist, however, had been waiting
intently for Troll to make his move.  Drawing his own sword and spinning to
face him in one fluid motion, the chamberlain blocked Troll’s strike, their
swords ringing loudly in the massive cavern of the arena.


At the crack of the two blades meeting, everyone
instantly began to move.  


Up in the stands a group of elite warriors from
the Patrol Guard, Kort at their head calling excitedly for Lord Karthan’s death
and for death to his heirs, rushed down the stands toward the Lord’s Box.  Just
as quickly, the small knot of Lord Karthan’s bodyguards that had been
surrounding the Lord’s family got up as one and began to rush down the stairs,
leaving the box mysteriously empty behind them.  


Unbeknownst to the conspirators, Lord Karthan’s
daughter had already gone to the Lord’s House, a strongpoint easily defended by
only a handful of guards, then without Kiria’s knowledge her two younger
brothers, Lord Karthan’s two heirs, had been spirited away under the cloaks of Lord
Karthan’s chief body guard and his chief elite warrior.


Down on the arena floor Lord Karthan jumped away
from his attacker, which threw him into the midst of Durik and the new warriors,
almost bowling Jerrig over.  The leaders of the Patrol Guard, Metalsmithies,
and Trade Warrior Groups seemed genuinely surprised, and all of them began to
back away from the confrontation between Khazak and Troll.  Raoros Fang did not
acknowledge the actions of his chief elite warrior, and neither did Khee-lar
Shadow Hand, but neither of them moved to intervene either.  


For the moment the hulking warrior that was Raoros
Fang and his brooding companion-in-indecision Khee-lar Shadow Hand stood
waiting to see if this insurrection would hand them leadership of the gen. 
Raoros Fang was uncertain yet believed that Troll and Kort were loyal to only
him.  Strangely enough, standing next to Raoros, Khee-lar Shadow Hand was much
more certain that these two members of the Covenant were clearly acting on his
behalf, if not his orders.


Seeing Khee-lar’s hand on his sword, and knowing
exactly where his loyalties did not lie, Manebrow stepped up behind Khee-lar
and cracked him on the skull with the hilt of a sword, dropping the leader of
the Deep Guard like a stone.


 





 


“Keryak, the barrel!” Durik cried out as he
stepped in front of his unarmed lord.


Almost jumping the few steps to the other inconspicuous
barrel where they had moved the weapons they had taken from the conspirators’ barrel
under the trainer’s stand, Keryak grabbed the lip of it and pulled it over, the
bright steel swords and wicked barbed throwing darts spilling to the ground
amidst the dark wooden practice weapons.


“Swords!” Durik pointed and looked at his fellow
yearlings.  “Grab them!  To our lord!  To Lord Karthan!”


Wrenched from their surprised state by Durik’s
decisive action, all five former yearlings rushed over to Keryak who passed
each of them a sword, plus an extra for Lord Karthan.


“You heard him!” Gorgon growled as the rest of the
group stopped and milled about the spilled barrel.  “Circle around Lord
Karthan!  Move now!”


Refocused, the small knot of new warriors followed
Gorgon’s lead and surrounded Lord Karthan—all except for Trallik who continued
digging through the barrel until he had swords enough for the pseudo-servant
caste who were running toward the barrel from under the trainers stand.  The
fight between Troll and Khazak was intense, neither of them giving ground, and now
that the hiding place of their weapons had been revealed Troll’s fellow
conspirators were eager to get in the fight.


Clearly seeing that these kobolds masquerading as
servant caste were the conspirators from his vision, Durik grabbed Troka by the
shoulder and turned him back around.  “You and Arbelk, follow Keryak and go
stop those traitors!”


Troka saw the fight going on between Troll and
Khazak, he heard Durik’s command, and he saw several overly-muscular servant
caste rushing toward the barrel.  


At that moment he understood, and the surprise of
the event was behind him.


Grabbing Arbelk by the arm, Troka ran after Keryak.
 Keryak was yelling ‘Oh no you don’t!’ as he tackled Trallik and scattered the
swords and darts Trallik had been gathering.  


“I wasn’t doing anything wrong!” Trallik insisted,
it was a clear lie but Trallik could see that Keryak wanted to believe him.


Keryak looked down at him.  “Swear it!” he said,
pinning Trallik’s arms to the ground.


“I swear!” Trallik hissed.  


Keryak looked at Trallik with a skeptical eye,
wondering if Trallik was lying to get him off of him.  At the moment he thought
he had little choice but to believe him, however, so he stood and helped
Trallik to his feet.


Behind Keryak, Troka and Arbelk had a different
aim.  Running just in front of the onrushing group of traitors, Troka spun
about to confront them and brought his sword to bear in both hands.  Arbelk
next to him did the same.


“You’ll not touch those weapons!” Troka barked.


Next to him, Arbelk looked less sure.  “What he
said.”


The group stopped, the kobold at their head
suddenly taking on a very fearsome look.  It was as if his teeth had suddenly
grown as his muscles simultaneously bulged against crossed shoulder belts that
appeared from nowhere.


“Step aside,” the leader growled in a deep voice. 
Then, with one hand on a belt pouch, he swatted his hand toward Troka from
three paces away, who staggered back clutching his head as if he’d been struck.


Arbelk looked over at his dazed companion, then
with eyes wide open, he looked back at the leader of the conspirators.


“Step aside now!” the fearsome kobold growled
again.


Arbelk didn’t wait for whatever power it was that
the strange kobold wielded.  In one hand he held a dart.  Throwing it
underhanded, he broke the leader’s concentration as it sailed past his head.  Capitalizing
on the distraction, Arbelk did perhaps the most impetuous thing he’d ever done
in his life; pointing his horns at the hulking brute and holding the cold steel
of his sword in both hands, he charged.


 





 


Lord Karthan’s three remaining body guards rushed
down the stairs, leaving the top of the stairs in the hands of Kort and his
handful of conspirators.  From all about the Lord’s Box a number of Honor Guard
warriors came, an assortment of swords and long knives revealing themselves
from scabbards as they began to gather in front of Kort and his warriors.


“To Lord Karthan!” they took up the yell, and from
the stands many others, warriors and servant caste mostly, took up the call as
well, rising to their feet and beginning to make their way toward the various
exits that would eventually lead to the fight on the arena floor.


Not all in the stands who stood were for Lord
Karthan, however.  More impetuous than their lesser brethren, the elite
warriors of the gen stood as well, and among their ranks they were two-to-one
against Lord Karthan.  The memory of the privilege they had once had still
stirred many of them to action.


Most of the fighting in the stands was fists-only,
as those who were loyal to Karthan and those who were opposed to him had
generally not been hardened by wicked covenants on the one hand, or by position
and privilege bestowed by Lord Karthan on the other.  Here and there, however,
a long knife was drawn and blood was spilt.


Down on the arena floor, on the other hand, it was
a completely different situation.  Knives, swords, darts, shields, indeed any
implement of war the combatants could get their hands on was in use.


Jerrig had had the presence of mind to gather two
swords from the barrel, and now Lord Karthan gratefully took one from him. 
Casting off the scabbard, Lord Karthan turned to Durik.


“Durik, are you loyal to me?” he asked.


The question startled Durik.  “Yes, lord.  Of
course I’m loyal to you.”


Lord Karthan smiled and nodded.  “Very well.  I
will help Khazak with Troll.  You and your warriors stop those others,” he
said, pointing at the six who were dressed as servant caste and were
confronting Troka and Arbelk.


“Aye, lord,” Durik nodded.  In a sudden moment of
impetuousness, Durik quickly asked one burning question, “Sire, is your family
safe?”


“Yes, I sent them away before this started,” Lord
Karthan answered before running off.


Durik’s relief was visible, though unnoticed.  Behind
him Gorgon was already charging horns-first at the group of conspirators, while
Jerrig waited for his cousin.


 





 


Not sure of the intentions of the group of leader
caste and chief elite warriors, Manebrow stepped away and held his sword out. 
“I don’t know which of you is conspiring to kill Lord Karthan and which is a
friend to our lord.”


The small group of leaders looked at each other in
varying degrees of distrust.


“But whoever would have Karthan as lord of this
gen, come stand with me!” 


Manebrow spoke with passion, and the leader caste
of the Patrol Guard, Metalsmithies, and Trade Warrior Groups all stepped
forward, drawing their swords as they came to stand beside Manebrow.


This left all of their chief elite warriors and
Raoros Fang standing in a group looking at each other.


“Brorr, why do you stand there?” the leader of the
Trade Warrior Group called to his chief elite warrior.


Brorr shifted from one foot to the other, then
shook his head and grimaced.  “Sire, this isn’t my fight.  This is a fight
among the uppers.  If they want to fight it out, then so be it.  I’ll not get
in the way of my betters.  It’s not mine to decide who’s lord of this gen.”


“Sire,” the chief elite warrior of the Patrol
Guard said confidently as he stepped forward.  “I’ve never been one to sit out
a fight.  I’ll stand with you.”


Manebrow looked at the three remaining leaders.  “Last
chance, my friends.”


Raoros shook his head.  “We’ll see how it goes,”
he said, then folded his arms and did just that.


Snorting in disgust, Manebrow hurried with those
leaders who had declared their loyalty toward Lord Karthan and the battle that
swirled on the arena floor.


 





 


Just as Arbelk charged, Gorgon flew at the leader
of the conspirators from the side, tackling the larger kobold and knocking the
wind out of him as he smashed him to the ground.  Two of the other conspirators
were knocked to the ground in the process, and the remaining three stopped cold
as Durik, Keryak, Trallik, and Jerrig all came up on either side of Arbelk, who
had stopped suddenly, barely avoiding the same fate as the leader of the
conspirators.


Sword points held toward the five conspirators in
front of them, the five new warriors looked their first real enemies in the
eyes, gauging whether or not they would make a move or if they had them.  Every
one of them meant business; they were not holding their swords up for show.


Getting up to his knees from the tackle, Gorgon
gasped as he saw he had a rather normal-looking kobold in his grasp, not the
hulking warrior he had tackled.  Not only that, but by his look he wasn’t even
Kale Gen; most likely he was from their neighboring Krall Gen.  Then, as quick
as the stranger could catch his breath, he passed his one free hand over his
face, and there was the face of the hulking warrior yet again.


Gorgon jumped up suddenly as if he’d been bit by a
cave spider.  Staggering back to the line of warriors, he couldn’t keep his
eyes off the leader of the conspirators as he stood and looked about.  


The leader and his fellow conspirators could see
the determined looks in the faces of these new warriors.  Looking about, they
saw that Lord Karthan’s bodyguards had thrown off their cloaks and three of
them were heading toward them from behind.  First one, then another, then all
of them except for the leader held up their hands in surrender as they were
surrounded by a thicket of blades.


The leader of the group stepped back into the
small knot of conspirators, and in a swift movement he was gone and there were
suddenly six conspirators dressed as servant caste standing with arms above
them in the air.


 





 


The Fates are a strange thing; Troll knew their fickle
winds blow both ways.  One moment the wind was at his back and he was certain there
was nothing that could stand in his way.  He dared to dream of taking Lord
Karthan’s bronze crown for himself; the Fates do what they will with Kort and
Mynar.  Yes, Lord Troll, Lord of the Kale Gen he would be.  Now, however, the
winds of Fate had turned against him, but he was determined that the Fates
would not determine his destiny.  


“Durik!” Troll called as he jumped away from the
combined assault of Khazak Mail Fist and Lord Karthan, and instead of fighting
them ran toward the knot of surrendering conspirators, determined to reverse
his fortunes.  “Durik, you are nothing!  You’ll be back in your place soon
enough.  You are sworn to me, Durik!  Free those warriors or I’ll have your
hide,” he threatened.  Behind him Khazak Mail Fist and Lord Karthan had not
pursued.  Troll didn’t know why, but he didn’t have time to think about such
things at the moment.


Durik was shocked by Troll’s onerous tone.  He was
a leader caste now, and had promised Lord Karthan that he was loyal, yet the
weight of habit and constant disciplining was still there; he’d not yet taken
on the role of a leader caste and thrown off the shackles of obedience to whatever
elite warrior commanded him.  He still felt the pull of loyalty to his chief
elite warrior.


Shaking his head clear, Durik looked at the evil
brute.  He wanted nothing to do with him!  Standing up straight, the look on
Durik’s face showed no weakness.


“I am not yours!” Durik stood firm.


Two of Lord Karthan’s bodyguards approached Troll,
intent on stopping him.


“No you don’t,” Troll growled.  Smashing away one
of their swords, Troll reversed his swing and cut the unsuspecting guard’s head
from his shoulders.  With a surprised look on its face, the head went tumbling
horns over snout until it struck the wooden frame of the trainers stand and
fell into the sand.


The other bodyguard got a look of abject horror on
his face as his companion’s headless body slumped to the ground.  Troll seized
the moment and leapt at him, his blade held high over his head in both hands. 
With a ringing crash he brought it down, shattering the stunned bodyguard’s
blade and sundering his shoulder from his neck.  Blood sheeted out over Troll’s
scales as the lifeless guard dropped to the ground.


The last of the bodyguards stumbled back in fear,
but was caught by surprise by the unarmed conspirators and drug to the ground,
his blade wrenched from his hands and his neck broken in a matter of seconds.


Durik, Gorgon, and the five new warriors all
looked on in horror.


Turning to look back at Lord Karthan, Troll saw
that some of the leader caste had gathered to him, though some had not.  It
appeared as though Karthan was trying to persuade the others to join him. 
Looking to the stands, he could see that Kort and his several warriors were
caught in a desperate fight at the head of the stairs against the many Honor
Guard warriors who had gathered in defense of Lord Karthan.  Kort was
outnumbered, and the longer the fight went on at the head of the stairs, the
more warriors were gathering and the closer Kort’s group came to being
overwhelmed.


Seeing his window of opportunity closing, Troll
growled as he looked at the yearlings and spat.  “We’ve no time for these,” he
said to his fellow conspirators, looking at the still-stunned group of former
yearlings.  


“Take blades!” the leader reappeared among the
conspirators, stepping forward to grab the sword from the lifeless hand of one
of the dead bodyguards.  “It’s do or die!  If you want to keep your heads, we
must win!”


Troll grunted his approval then called “At Lord
Karthan!”  Holding his sword high, he turned and charged.


 





 


Khazak Mail Fist was ready to receive Troll and
his conspirators.  Looking left and right, Khazak saw the leaders of the other
warrior groups and Lord Karthan standing with him.


Gripping his sword in one metal-encased hand, he
jumped forward with a yell to meet the onrushing wave of elite warriors.  He
knocked one conspirator’s blade away with a slash.  Following up, he grabbed
the frightened warrior by the neck and threw him to the ground.


Then Troll was upon him.  Lunging at Khazak, he
brought his sword down in a smash.  But Troll’s blade was already notched from
shattering the dead bodyguard’s blade moments before, so with a ring the two
blades met, but Troll’s blade snapped in half and went flying.


Stepping back and throwing the useless hilt with
its short stub of blade off to the side, Troll growled as he sized up his
opponent.  He knew Khazak was stronger, and he was likely more skilled.  Lord
Karthan had done well to keep him close to him, as he was likely the best
warrior in the gen.  But Troll had long ago decided Khazak was blinded by his
own honor…


Grabbing a handful of sand, Troll drew his long knife
from behind his back as he threw the sand in Khazak’s eyes.  The ploy worked
and Khazak growled in surprise as he stepped back… just long enough for Troll
to jump in.


Bringing his knife up in a sudden slash, he caught
Khazak’s arm behind the gauntlet.  The pain of the cut and a sudden grab from
Troll loosed the sword from Khazak’s hand, and suddenly the armed and unarmed
traded places.


Seeing that Troll had his sword, Khazak’s eyes
narrowed as he drew his own long knife.  Behind him Lord Karthan was locked in
a pitched battle with two of the conspirators, while the three leader caste and
two elite warriors seemed to be gaining ground on the other four determined
conspirators.  He had to deal with Khazak quickly.  Karthan was vulnerable, but
that wasn’t likely to last.


“There’s someone behind you,” Khazak called, the
ringing of blades around them making it hard to be heard.


“Likely trick,” Troll grunted as he smiled a wicked
smile, Khazak’s own sword in his right hand.


A footfall behind him made Troll start, but he
failed to pull back in time.  Suddenly a searing, shocking pain ripped through
his right wrist as the bones of his wrist were scraped clean of the hand that
held the sword.


Looking down in shock, his snout agape and his
eyes quickly glassing over, Troll saw his hand with Khazak’s sword lying limp
and oozing in the dirt.  Holding his arm up in disbelief, he saw blood pumping
out of the stump that was his wrist.


Swinging a wooden hammer with both hands into the
side of Troll’s head, Gorgon smashed Troll’s jaw and sent him sprawling to the
ground where he did not move.  Next to him, Durik stood looking at his former
chief elite warrior, blood dripping down the length of his blade as the rest of
the former yearlings came up to hedge in the conspirators.


All about the conspirators again was a thicket of
swords.  Durik, Gorgon, and the rest of the now former yearlings on one side
stood facing Lord Karthan, Khazak Mail Fist, Manebrow, and the four other warrior
group leaders through the shattered supporters of Troll’s insurrection.  Though
two of the conspirators had died in the attempt on Lord Karthan’s life, the
other four elite warriors with Troll had all given up when the yearlings’ charge
had brought down their leader.


Behind them the last two of Kort’s elite warriors still
standing at the top of the stairs were caught as they tried to escape down the
stairs.  One was brought down by a javelin through the back while the other was
tackled and rolled with his captor down the last few stairs, ribs breaking in
the process.  Kort himself was overwhelmed, fighting to the last before someone
clubbed him into unconsciousness.


While everyone was distracted by that, Raoros Fang
and the chief elite warriors of the Metalsmithies and Trade Warrior Groups
quietly took places near their lord.  They knew they were late for the battle,
and Lord Karthan’s peeved look let them know they were not in his good graces. 



 





 


Durik stood with hands clasped behind his back. 
To his left stood Gorgon, then Keryak, Jerrig, Arbelk, Troka, and Trallik in
turn.  All about the former yearlings in a thick circle almost the entire gen
was gathering.  Mothers held their whelps close.  Fathers talked excitedly
about the events of the day, both of the insurrection as well as the trials. 
The noise of the gathering was one of joy, one of triumph, and the hope of a
new beginning on this, the Day of Beginnings. 


“Durik…” his best friend Keryak asked in a low
voice.


“That’s ‘sire’ to you,” Manebrow, their former
trainer, corrected him from behind them.


“Durik… sire!” Keryak asked again.


Durik smiled.  This whole leader caste thing was
going to take some getting used to.


“Yes, Keryak?”


“Do you think Lord Karthan will cancel our quest?”
he asked.  “After all, we just saved his life.  Isn’t that enough?”


Durik just laughed and shook his head, keeping his
eyes to the front.  


Khazak Mail Fist and Lord Karthan stood talking
while an elite warrior from Khazak’s Honor Guard Warrior Group wrapped a cloth
around the burly warrior’s bleeding arm.  They were waiting for the
conspirators to be cleared out to finish the ceremony.  


A group of honor guard warriors were tying up the conspirators
from the arena floor before taking them to prison.  From the stands those few
who had drawn daggers against their lord had been subdued and were being formed
into their own small knot of prisoners.  Durik didn’t know what Lord Karthan
intended to do with these assassins, but the look they wore was of those
destined for the chopping block.


Troll, who had started the insurrection at the end
of the Trials of Caste, stood among his fellow conspirators swaying back and
forth uncontrollably.  Gorgon’s hammer blow to his head had caused one eye to
float about aimlessly, and had left him off balance and vomiting.  Troll’s
right wrist was wrapped in thick, reddened cloth, the stump of his wrist where
Durik had cut off his hand obviously pulsing with severe pain by the look on
his dour face.  


Despite what Troll had done and the threats he had
made against him and his family, Durik felt sorry for the brutish warrior.  He
was glad that he’d not had to kill him; it was horrific enough to have cut off
his hand.  Shaking his head, he thought that it must be much easier to spill
the blood of an orc or some non-kobold enemy.


Rope had just been fastened around the neck of the
last of the conspirators on the arena floor when the call was made to get up
and get in line; their hands were already bound and their feet hobbled. 
Warriors from the Honor Guard called for a path to be cleared and the assembled
kobolds of the gen quickly complied.  Still showing some of the discipline that
was ingrained in the warriors of the gen, the line of conspirators stood and
turned as one then began to shuffle through the corridor in the crowd.


Finally, Lord Karthan began to breathe a bit
easier.  He cleared his voice, stepped up on an overturned box, and nodded to
his chamberlain.


“Lord Karthan would speak!” Khazak’s voice boomed
out over the excited buzz of the crowd.  Presently, the noise of the crowd
calmed.


“Children of Kale,” Lord Karthan called out.  He
pitched his voice a bit higher than normal so it would carry over the crowds in
the arena.  “Today has not been uneventful.”


The crowd murmured in agreement.


“Today we saw more than we thought we would see,”
he continued.  “We thought we would see seven yearlings step up and become
warriors.  And we did!”


‘Here, here!’ a voice yelled from among the
crowd.  Several people laughed at the unexpected outburst, the nervous tension
in the great arena lessening somehow by it.


“What we did not expect to see was these very same
warriors drawing swords immediately in defense of their lord,” Lord Karthan’s
voice was suddenly serious.


The voices in the crowd hushed.  All could sense
the emotion of the moment.


“My brothers,” he said, holding out his hands. 
“My sisters.  Indeed, fellow children of Kale.  This day these seven have
proven themselves as defenders of the gen, and have already proven their
worth.”


If it were possible, Durik, Gorgon and the rest of
the former yearlings stood a little taller.  Having passed through the crucible
of the Trials of Caste and the turbulence of an insurrection, they basked in
the praise of their lord and the approval of their entire gen.


“And I can feel,” Lord Karthan continued, “that the
quest these heroes of the Kale Gen are about to embark on will only further
show their worth.”


Lord Karthan turned and faced the seven yearlings
directly.  “On this, the Day of Beginnings, though this is the end of your time
as yearlings, today is truly the day of your new beginning.  Today you are
warriors and leaders of warriors for us, your gen, your family, your people and
your heritage.  May The Sorcerer guide your path, and may the Fates smile upon
us all.  So may it be.”


“So may it be!” the crowd echoed, the words a
formality that on this day came from their hearts.


Lord Karthan stepped down, and as if on cue, a particularly
pleased warrior from the Honor Guard broke through the crowd leading the second
line of conspirators; those from the stands.  Thrown over his shoulder was the
unconscious form of Kort, now former sub-chief of the Patrol Guard.  “Sire, what
do you want done with this sack of dung?”


With him came a surge of warriors from the stands,
Karthan loyalists whose gleaming smiles and excited talk reignited the crowd,
and swept up those who had risked death this day in a surge of joy; even Lord
Karthan himself broke into a wide, toothy grin at the joy of his warriors. 
They were alive!  They had put down their enemies, and they were alive!


On the other side of their lord, Durik and the
rest of his companions shared in the elation.  They had been through much this
day, and indeed throughout this whole past year, but they had made it through
it all.  Now here they stood; defenders of their lord, conquerors of the Trials
of Caste, and champions in their first contest with death.


Life was good, and, for now at least, the Fates
had no further say in the matter.
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Glossary


 


Castes – The male kobolds of the Kale and Krall
Gens are usually divided into castes.  A kobold is casteless until the ceremony
or competition 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 three castes are:  servant (or worker) caste, warrior
caste (includes elite warriors), and leader caste (includes adventurer class).


·      
Servant caste kobolds do most of the mundane chores of the gen
and are not responsible for the defense of the gen.  There is no movement out
of the servant caste.


·      
Warrior caste kobolds generally perform most of the skilled labor
of the gen and also carry the responsibility of protecting the gen.  A warrior
may become an elite warrior through hard work or other proof of merit.  Elite
warriors are the middle managers of the gen.  In many gens they subside on the
efforts of their warriors, in some gens they must work to sustain themselves in
addition to coordinating the efforts of their warriors.  


·      
Leader caste kobolds are the social elite of the gens.  They
generally spend all of their efforts in leadership tasks and political
positioning, and are the real power-players of any gen.  They are usually
supported by taxes, tribute, and plunder.  The number of leader caste in a gen
are usually determined by the number of seats on the gen’s council (twenty-four
if a gen follows the Scrolls of Heritage), and are often the eldest sons of
previous leader castes, though others have been made leader caste in times of
need or, as in this story, some have achieved it by merit.


 


Day of Beginnings – A holiday when kobold
gens celebrate the day that, according to legend, the first kobold came into
existence.  It is in the early spring and is generally the same day that the
Trials of Caste are conducted by the Kale Gen.


 


First Meal – Breakfast; usually the
simplest meal of the day.


 


First Watch – The night is divided into
three time periods.  These three time periods are called watches, because the
warriors who stand watch at night generally divide their shift into three. 
First watch is from the going down of the sun in the world above until the end
of the burning of one torch.  On a certain day each year in the winter, the
torch is wrapped with an extra layer of pitch, to compensate for the longer
period of darkness outside.


 


Gen – A kobold tribe, generally consisting
of genetically related kobolds, though gens have been formed from remnants of
other gens.


 


Kobolds – Small humanoids that stand
between three and four feet tall.  Their bodies are covered with rust red
scales, with larger scales on flat surfaces of their bodies and smaller scales
near and at the joints.  Kobolds have long, whip-like tails that start somewhat
thick and taper toward the end.  Their tails are almost long enough to touch
the ground.  Male kobolds begin growing straight, ivory horns at puberty.  As a
kobold grows older, his horns will generally bend forward, eventually curling
on the oldest of kobolds.  Female kobolds do not grow horns and are generally
shorter than their male counterparts.  Kobolds have a sharper sense of smell
than humans.  Many kobolds have trained their sense of smell to the point where
they can track using their noses.  Kobolds also have heat vision.  Using heat
vision, they see black and white only, with cold things appearing black or dark
gray, and warmer things appearing lighter gray.  Hot things appear bright
white.  Kobolds’ heat vision is spoiled by normal light (torches, daylight,
etc) as well as excessive heat.  Though initially thought to be of reptilian
descent, kobolds have several strange features that belie a completely
reptilian heritage; they are warm-blooded, having the ability to sweat. 
Additionally, their children are gestated internally, not adhering to the
reptilian trait of laying hard-shelled eggs.


 


Minotaurs – Minotaurs appear to be rather
large humans with bulls’ heads, and hooves instead of feet.  They are usually
covered with thick, course hair from head to hoof and are usually rather
muscular.


 


Orcs – A race of brutish, warrior-like
humanoids with greenish-black skin, sloping foreheads, sharp teeth, and red
eyes.  They are organized into tribes, with the strongest orc dominating the
warriors of the tribe and securing the loyalty of the warriors by dividing some
of the females among them.  As they breed and mature at a rapid pace, a war
party of young orcs from a growing orc tribe out to prove themselves is a
common thing to encounter.


 


Palacid – The legendary citadel of The
Sorcerer.  It disappeared from its location in the heart of the human lands at
the end of the Great War, almost a thousand years before the time period
covered in this book.  It then appeared in the southern lands; shortly after
which the kobold race came into being.


 


Second Meal – Lunch; usually a more substantial
meal than breakfast.


 


Second Watch – The night is divided into
three time periods.  These three time periods are called watches, because the
warriors who stand watch at night generally divide their shift into three. 
Second watch is from the end of the burning of the first torch to the end of
the burning of a second torch.


 


Sorcerer – The Sorcerer was a person of
great power that lived a thousand years before the time period depicted in this
book.  He unified the human, elf, and dwarf races.  He possessed phenomenal
magical powers and used them to better the state of the races.  While he is not
the Creator, he is the one who made the kobold race, gave them their laws, and
taught them their language.


 


Sweet Bark Cider – A non-alcoholic, but
calming and focusing drink distilled from the under-bark of the massive trees
that surround the heart of the Krall Gen.


 


Third Meal – Dinner; usually the most
elaborate and substantial meal of the day.


 


Third Watch – The night is divided into
three time periods.  These three time periods are called watches, because the
warriors who stand watch at night generally divide their shift into three. 
Third watch starts at the end of the burning of the second torch until the
pre-dawn light fills the sky in the world above before the sun actually rises.


 


Trials of Caste – The Kale Gen conducts a
singular event each year where all male kobolds in their fifteenth year
participate.  These same kobolds spend an entire year before the event
arduously preparing for the event.  Those who are not able to complete each
aspect of the training become servant caste.  Those who make it all the way to
the trials of caste and score in the trials or gain at least one kill become
warrior caste, no matter where they place in the rankings.  Usually the top
kobold from each year-group is made an elite warrior.  


 


Wallaya Root – The Wallaya plant has a
large, tuberous root which, when boiled, gives off a pleasant, relaxing scent.


 


Warrior Group – The Kale Gen is divided
into six warrior groups; Patrol Guard, Trade, Metalsmithies, Deep Guard, Wolf
Riders, and Honor Guard Warrior Groups, with only the functional leader caste
of the gen and their staff not belonging to any warrior group.  Each warrior
group has a primary mission, such as to run the trade caravans, or produce
craft goods, or guard the outer perimeter of the gen.  A male kobold often
grows up in, becomes a warrior in, grows old and dies in his warrior group. 
Female kobolds may or may not stay in the same warrior group once they reach the
age of adulthood and are mated.


 


Whelp – Child or adolescent; a kobold who
has not yet reached the age of adulthood.


 


Year-group – A peer group of kobolds in
their fifteenth year of life.  In the Kale Gen, all the male kobolds in the
entire gen that are in their fifteenth year are put together into one year-group
to pass through the Trials of Caste.
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