
        
            
                
            
        

    



 
 
    The Brotherhood 
 
    Of Dwarves 
 
    The Omnibus Edition 
 
      
 
    D.A. Adams 
 
      
 
      
 
    Third Axe Media  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    © 2019 by D.A. Adams 
 
    Morristown, Tennessee 37813 
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, in any form or by any means, without permission in writing from the publisher. 
 
      
 
    Requests for permission to use any part of this work should be e-mailed to: 
 
      
 
    thirdaxe@gmail.com  
 
      
 
    This work is fiction and derives entirely from the author’s imagination. Any likeness to a real person, location, or event is purely coincidence.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For Sam, who first turned on the light… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    …and for Collin and Finn who keep it burning. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    [image: A close up of a map  Description automatically generated]


 
   
 
  



 
 
    [image: A picture containing person, holding  Description automatically generated]


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Book One 
 
      
 
    The Brotherhood 
 
    Of Dwarves 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Rain and mist clouded his view as Crushaw peered from the slave quarters, watching for the patrol to pass. Once they did, he would only have a few minutes to slip from the building, cross the field, and clear the perimeter. His heart thudded against his sternum. His palms itched with sweat. Capture meant the worst beating of his twenty years and maybe death. Success meant leaving behind the only life he knew and the elves who’d raised him as one of their own. But there was no turning back, for he couldn’t live another day in slavery; couldn’t kneel at the food trough one more time and scoop out handfuls of slop; couldn’t watch one more friend dragged to the post and beaten for whatever excuse the overseer chose; couldn’t chop one more stalk of sugarcane. One way or another, he would die a free man and never again kneel before an orc. 
 
    Rain peppered the tin roof of the quarters, a loud yet soothing din. Puddles throughout the room turned the packed clay into sloppy mud from leaks in the rusted metal, but the slaves had long grown used to such things. Most didn’t stir as the pools of water and mud expanded. Their bodies needed the meager sleep, and only the newest slaves bothered trying to stay dry on a rainy night.  
 
    Crushaw glanced around the room, wishing he’d said goodbye to his friends, especially the elves. They had been kind to him, teaching him not only their language but also the human tongue and telling him about the world beyond the orcish lands. He would miss them but had not uttered a word of his plan for fear of someone informing the orcs. On the plantation, slaves would snitch on their own brothers for a hot meal or decent pair of shoes. 
 
    Voices turned his attention to the doorway as the patrol neared. He slipped back a step to make sure he was in the shadows, certain the orcs could hear his heart pounding. Barely audible above the clatter on the roof, three guards grumbled to each other about the weather, one stating he’d heard an entire field washed away from the week of downpour. Crushaw held still, gripping his waterskin, convinced they were about to spot him, but they continued the patrol without slowing. He counted ten heartbeats after they passed and pushed on the door. The hinges groaned, the creak resonating off the walls in the quarters. He froze, glancing around to ensure none of the slaves had woken. Satisfied all were still asleep, he squeezed through the opening and gently closed the door. 
 
    As soon as he stepped from the eaves, his feet sank in mud and his shoes filled with water. He trudged along the path to the nearest field and moved between two rows of cane, hoping his footprints filled in before the patrol returned. In the field, he sank ankle deep into the soft ground, and every time he pulled his foot from the glop, it was accompanied by a loud slurp. He drove across as fast as he could in those conditions, but with the mud, crossing to the far end seemed to take an eternity. At each slurp, he glanced behind him, expecting to see the patrol closing in, but finally, he reached the last stalks of cane and the line that marked the end of the plantation. 
 
    Crushaw froze, doubt running through him like a cold shiver. He turned and faced the plantation, wondering if he should sneak back into the quarters and forget this insanity. Where was he going? He knew little of the world. How would he build a new life for himself? His only skill was chopping cane. 
 
    Peering through the heavy rain, he couldn’t see any buildings, but in his mind, they came perfectly into view. In the middle stood the big house where the masters lived. He’d only been inside once, at sixteen, but remembered the plush furniture and thick rugs. Beside it was the guard barracks and armory, a sturdy building though not quite as ornate. To the south of that were the lowly orc quarters, structures nearly as crude as the ones for the slaves. To the east, three barns stood weathered and gray on the edge of the fields, and to the west, the five slave quarters were full of tired and broken bodies. If he stayed another day, another moment even, he might never again find the courage to do this. Without another thought, he turned and stepped onto the grasslands. 
 
    From what he’d learned from the elves, the wilds were twenty miles away. Crossing them would take at least a week, but if he could make it to the Great Empire he would be free. Unlike dwarves and elves who remained slaves for life, humans who made it into the empire’s lands could not be recaptured and returned. It seemed so simple: one week across the wilds for a lifetime of freedom. The moment of doubt faded into a lost memory, and he quickened his pace along the firmer ground of the grasslands. 
 
    Since no one had seen him leave, he had a good chance of escaping. The overseers wouldn’t blow the morning horn for at least five more hours, so he would have a sizeable head start. Even if they chased him on horseback, he would reach the wilds well ahead of them, and the orcs wouldn’t pursue him far into the desert. He knew from conversations with lowly orcs and even some guards they were terrified of those lands. As long as he kept moving, his plan couldn’t fail. 
 
    He marched through the night, rain stinging his arms and face. As the sky lightened in morning, he reached the end of the waist high grasses and, this time without hesitation, crossed into the wilds. The patches of grass grew farther apart, and the soil gave way to coarse sand that filled his shoes. The rain lessened to a drizzle and after nearly a mile stopped completely. From the previous day’s labor and overnight march, his muscles longed for rest, but even with the significant head start, he was too scared to stop. With each step, he expected to hear the orcs behind him, so he pressed on, ignoring the pains in his legs and the sand grinding against his feet. 
 
    By midday, the temperature was already over a hundred, and sweat poured from his body as he struggled on the loose ground. He had drunk all his water, and his throat now burned with thirst. He had worked in the cane fields sixteen hours a day for as long as he could remember, but even that hadn’t prepared him for the heat of the wilds in mid-summer. Between his rubbery legs and parched throat, he wasn’t sure how much further he could walk, but as he stumbled over a dune, he spotted a grove of elderberry trees a few hundred yards to his right, so he turned that direction in hopes of finding more water and resting. 
 
    Reaching the closest tree, he collapsed to the sand and crawled into the shade. Above him, a bird darted into the air, its wings sudden and sharp in the quiet of the desert, but Crushaw barely jumped. He gasped for breath, his body growing cold despite the heat. On the plantation, the old slaves warned of heat stroke, and he had always prided himself on never succumbing to it during a day’s labor. As he lay there shivering in the elderberry shade, he understood why the orcs were scared of these lands, and ever so slowly, the reality that he might not make it across crept into his mind. He should’ve stolen more waterskins, but there was nothing he could do about that now. After several minutes in the shade, he caught his breath and cooled down enough that the chills subsided, so he pushed himself up to search for water. 
 
    Near the middle of the grove, a natural spring bubbled from the ground, forming a pool three feet across. Yellow grasses grew along the edge, swaying with the occasional puff of breeze. Near the puddle, a long rock jutted from the ground, unnaturally smooth and flat. He set his waterskin on the rock and bent towards the pool. As he knelt, small frogs hopped into the water, stirring muck that clouded the bottom. Peering closely for snakes, he dipped in his hands and splashed his face. In the heat, the water felt cold and sharp on his skin. Cupping his hands, he filled his mouth, swished the liquid around, and spat. The elves had taught him to do this before drinking because it quenched thirst faster. He repeated it twice more before finally cupping water into his mouth and drinking until his throat no longer felt dry. Then he filled his waterskin. 
 
    He moved back to the shade and sat against one of the trees, staring south to watch for any orcs pursuing him, but he knew they had long turned back for the plantation. They would assume the wilds had claimed him. He removed his shoes and cleaned the clumps of packed sand from them and his feet. Cooling in the shade, he figured he would be better off waiting until the sun sank lower before continuing, so he stretched out his legs and closed his eyes. Moments later, he drifted off to sleep still leaning against the tree with his shoes beside him. 
 
    He slept and didn’t dream, but something woke him. 
 
    His eyes popped open, and he looked around with a start. The sun hung low on the horizon, and all around was quiet. But something had roused him from the deep slumber. He peered south, scanning for orcs, but nothing was there save rolling waves of dunes. Slowly, he turned north, and at the water hole, just a few feet away, the rock had moved, revealing a monster the likes of which Crushaw had never seen. 
 
    It walked on four squat legs, standing nearly three feet high at the shoulder and stretching seven feet from snout to tail. Its back was covered with a long plate almost like a tortoise shell but flatter and jagged along the edges. Before, the creature had burrowed into the sand, leaving only the plate visible. Now, as the desert cooled, it drank from the pool, a long tongue flickering in and out of the water with rapid flashes. As it leaned down, its claws dug into the sand, leaving deep impressions. Crushaw glanced at his shoes, wishing he had put them back on before falling asleep, but he dared not move for them. When the creature finished drinking, it raised its snout and sniffed the air. It turned from the pool and faced him, its tail splashing into the water. 
 
    Their eyes met, and though he had known fear as a slave, Crushaw had never seen a wilder, fiercer set of eyes. Terror gripped him. The beast swished its tail, sloshing water onto the trees and grass, and crept forward at him. Crushaw leapt to his feet and sprinted from the grove, but the animal bounded after him, moving faster than he thought possible on those short legs. As it lunged, snapping at his feet with dagger-like teeth, he dove to his right and rolled in the sand. He came to his feet as it lurched around to face him. He’d only ever been in one fight, a minor tussle in the quarters with an older slave who’d stolen a piece of bread he’d been given by a guard. That fight had lasted mere seconds, ending when the old man had punched Crushaw in the sternum, knocking the wind from him. Now, staring at this beast that coiled its haunches to spring at him, he wasn’t sure what to do. 
 
    As he waited for it to attack, his breathing and pulse slowed, and a strange calmness came to him. Time itself seemed to bend to his will as the beast lunged, moving in a slow unfolding of motions. As soon as it leapt, he jumped over it and landed on its back. The jagged edges of the plate ripped his clothes and scratched his flesh, but he kept his balance and twisted around until his face was inches from its head. Reaching forward, he wrapped his left arm around its throat and grabbed his elbow with his right hand. The beast twisted and thrashed, trying to throw him from its back. Its tail whipped back and forth, slapping against his thighs with each lash. He howled in pain from the welts that raised but tightened his grip and squeezed with all his strength. The creature coughed and gagged, struggling for air, and snapped its teeth trying to reach his hands, but Crushaw held on. 
 
    The low sun cast streaks of red and pink across the western sky, and the wind picked up, raising swirls of dust along the desert floor. Crushaw’s arms grew weak. His legs throbbed as the tail continued to thrash. Suddenly, the beast ran forward a few feet, twisted one last time to throw him from its back, and then collapsed. Crushaw pulled as hard as he could on its neck, wrenching its head back until he heard a wet snap. Releasing his grip, he lay still on its back. Blinding pains shot up his legs from the tail’s thrashing, and he gulped for air. But he was still alive. 
 
    As soon as he caught his breath, he got to his feet and dragged the carcass to the water hole. His stomach gurgled with hunger pangs, so he rolled the creature onto its back and found the fleshiest part of its belly. Having only his hands, he ripped open the thick skin and scooped out a handful of warm, slimy meat. He took a small bite at first, wondering briefly about poison, but as the meat reached his belly and the enormity of his hunger hit him, he stuffed the rest in his mouth and scooped out more. 
 
    He lost track of how many handfuls he ate, but by the time he was full, he was covered in blood and slimy flecks of meat. Compared to the leftover slop he’d eaten his entire life, this meal of fresh, raw meat satisfied him more than any before. Wiping the blood from his lips, he looked down at the carcass. 
 
    He rolled it back over and pried the plate from its back. Bones snapped and popped as he tugged, and after a couple of minutes, he had it removed. The thick shell was nearly five feet long, and with the pieces of rib bone still attached, he might be able to carry it as a shield. He set it to the side and looked at the fleshy innards for any bones that could make a weapon. Scooping out the thick meat around the tail, he found a foot long bone at base that had a thick knob where it connected to the rear hips. He ripped the bone from the carcass and tossed it on the plate, but nothing else in the mangled body seemed of use. Not wanting to attract more predators, he cleaned off at the water hole as best he could. As he washed the specks of meat from the red hair of his scraggly beard, yelping in the distance caught his attention. He listened intently. It sounded like a pack of dogs approaching. 
 
    They must’ve caught the scent of blood. 
 
    He quickly slipped on his shoes and tucked the waterskin in his waistband. He grabbed the bone with his right hand and hefted the plate with his left. At first, moving with the long shield was awkward and clumsy. He thought about dropping it as he crossed the first dune away from the oasis, but he kept adjusting his grip on the protruding rib bones until he found a fairly comfortable position. 
 
    Throughout the morning, he had been surprised by the quiet of the wilds, but now, as the sun set, the desert came alive with sounds. Behind him, the dogs had found the dead carcass and snarled and snapped at each other as they finished off what was left. All around, strange noises filled the air. He trudged north, peering into the dusk for any motions. His legs ached, and a stitch formed in his side from walking with his stomach so full, but he didn’t dare stop. Slowly, dusk gave way to darkness, and as the day’s heat escaped from the sand, the air grew cold. 
 
    He marched until the waning gibbous moon rose on the horizon and then stopped for a rest. Sunrise was still four or five hours away, and he shivered as he sat on a tall dune and sipped water. Though he could see well enough to keep moving, he couldn’t make out enough detail to spot another oasis, so he wanted to stretch this supply as long as he could. His eyes were heavy with sleep, and his legs and feet throbbed with pain. Still, he knew he had to keep moving until sunrise for fear of predators. Their noises in the distance – long, ominous howls and the occasional shriek of prey going down – rang out as constant reminders of the dangers just beyond his sight. 
 
    Struggling to his feet, he continued north, climbing and descending dunes in the moonlight. He marched until the moon was directly overhead and came upon a rock formation jutting from the sand. Knowing sunrise was merely an hour away, he climbed the rocks until he reached the smoothest elevation, fifteen feet above the floor. He curled up on the pocked stone, placing the bone and waterskin at his belly and covering himself with the shell. His feet and shins lay exposed at the far end, but at least his head and torso were covered in case an animal attacked him while he slept. Compared to this, the hard clay of the slave quarters had been comfortable, but his body was so exhausted, he didn’t care. 
 
    He fell into a deep sleep and didn’t wake until the sun was well overhead. Heat radiated from the plate and rock, and he was coated in a thick sheen of sweat. After tucking the bone and waterskin in his waistband, he lifted the plate and stood. Even through his shoes, he could feel the heat from the rock, so he looked around the ground to make certain no predators roamed the base. Satisfied all was clear, he threw the plate to the ground and began climbing down. The rock burned his hands, but he was afraid of busting the waterskin if he jumped, so he ground his teeth until he reached the sand. 
 
    The day had grown far too hot for him to travel. He retrieved his shield, walked around the rock formation, and found the shadiest part. Using the shield as a shovel, he dug out a hole along the edge and lay as far under the rock as he could. He pulled the plate against it and wedged the bottom into the sand. In the hole, the air was still warm but bearable. He took a long drink from his waterskin and, before laying it on the sand, measured how much remained. If he took it easy, it might last another day. Then, he would have to find more. 
 
    The welts on his legs still throbbed, and his muscles hurt. When he had first started in the fields as a young boy, his body had felt like this for the first week, and he hadn’t been sure if he could survive. However, as he’d grown accustomed to the labor, he hadn’t known muscle soreness for at least ten years. He had known pain, of course. There had been occasional beatings, sprained joints, cuts, and scrapes, but his muscles had grown into solid braids of iron capable of enduring the sixteen hours days and sweltering heat of the fields. Now, lying in this hole, he felt his own mortality. 
 
    He dozed on and off all day, waking only from the heat and sipping water until he drifted off again. When he woke in the evening, he noticed how much cooler the air had grown. A strange scent startled him. He tried to place it, but the closest parallel he could draw was a mix between the food trough and the lowly orcs. He lay still, listening for any sounds. 
 
    At his feet, something sniffed at the shield. Then claws scratched against the thick bone. He gripped one of the rib bones to hold it steady and hoped whatever it was would give up. The sniffing sound moved along the bottom of the plate closer to his face. A snout similar to a dog’s poked into his air hole, still sniffing. Its fur was brown, and a black, panting tongue hung over a row of sharp teeth. It began clawing furiously at the sand. 
 
    Still gripping the rib with one hand, Crushaw moved his waterskin behind him and pulled the bone from his waistband. With a sharp heave, he thrust the shield at the animal. The jagged edge caught it in the shoulder just above its front leg, causing it to stumble back and yelp. Crushaw scrambled from his hole and brought the bone down on its skull. It collapsed with a whimper, twitching in the sand. Before he could gather himself, a second hyena jumped on his back, snapping at his neck. It only caught a mouthful of his hair, and he was able to flip it over before it could snap again. 
 
    The hyena bounded to its feet and charged, kicking up sand with its paws. Crushaw set his feet and swung the bone like he had the machete so many times. The makeshift club struck the snarling hyena in the jaw as it lunged and sent it sprawling back on the sand. He started to finish it off but heard the high-pitched barking of more hyenas coming around the rock. Grabbing the shield, he readied himself. 
 
    The second one got to its feet and shook its head. Lowering its snout, it snarled at him. He backed up, moving so the approaching hyenas and this one were all in front of him. Five more rounded the rock, fur standing on their backs and fangs showing. They fanned out around him, growling and crouching low to the ground. As had happened at the waterhole, his breathing and pulse slowed, and this time, Crushaw didn’t wait for them to attack. 
 
    He charged the ones to his left, swinging the shield in an awkward motion but catching two of them with the jagged edge. Dark blood oozed from the gashes he had opened, and he spun, swinging the shield to his right, where the other three leapt at him. All became a swirl of motions as the hyenas snapped and nipped. He lost his grip on the shield but swung the bone over and over as they tore at him. Fangs sank into the skin on his arms and legs and chest, but he barely felt the pain. His club would strike one in the ribs, knocking it back, then catch another in the throat, dropping it to the earth, but as soon as he got one off, the others were on top of him. 
 
    After a couple of minutes of frenzied fighting, he caught one squarely on the side of the head. It collapsed and didn’t move. Then another fell still, and another. One of the final two bit down on his left calf, teeth sinking into muscle, and he brought the club down on its head with all his might. The sound of its skull shattering was sickening, but its teeth released their grip as it twitched and convulsed. 
 
    Before he could draw back, the last one clamped onto his right arm, catching mostly his shirt sleeve. The force of it hitting his arm knocked the bone from his grip. Reaching with his left arm, he grabbed it by the throat. It released its grip and tried to wriggle free. He grabbed the back of its neck with his right hand. Kicking, its back legs struck him in the face and throat, and they rolled in the sand. Squeezing with all his might, muscles earned from years of forced labor, something in its throat popped, and it went limp, the life draining from its eyes. 
 
    Crushaw collapsed on the ground, chest heaving for air. The punctures on his calf sent jolts of lightning up his leg. As he stared at the cloudless sky, a figure began circling overhead, high in the air. It was soon joined by a second and then a third. He had seen plenty of vultures on the plantation, but these were twice the size of even the largest one there. Rolling onto his stomach, he pushed up to his hands and knees. His arms were covered in bites and scratches, and his sleeves fluttered in long, tattered strips. His hair was drenched in sweat, clinging to his face, and small drops of blood and sweat dripped from his nose and chin. All around him, the sand was stained dark with blood, some from the dogs but most from him. He struggled to his feet, barely able to put weight on his left leg, and limped to his hole to retrieve the waterskin. 
 
    Kneeling and standing at the dug out shelter made him groan. Blood streamed down his leg from the deep punctures. Leaning against the rock, he tore off his sleeves and the longest strips of fabric. He tied the strips to his leg as tightly as he could, three layers of bandage over the bite. He glanced up and saw that five vultures now circled overhead. Knowing he had to get moving before more scavengers showed up, he gathered the shield and bone and limped away from the rocks. Each step was agony. His stomach burned with hunger. For a moment, he wondered if he should have stayed on the plantation. 
 
    He imagined the food trough. Every morning and every night, the lowly orcs would pour whatever leftovers they had into it, and the slop would flow along the metal trench. Most times the food was unrecognizable, and the stench was often enough to gag him. The slaves would kneel at the trough and scoop out handfuls, like pigs in a sty. Though he’d never known anything else, the elves taught him not everyone lived this way. They told him stories of feasts they’d attended, of homes, of dinner tables, of fresh stews. He wanted to know those things. As each step sent jolts of pain up his leg, he thought about the food trough. Those memories made this pain not so bad. 
 
    He found another oasis before the sun had fully set and inspected the area carefully before approaching the waterhole. This one was larger than the first, and several peach trees grew around the long, slender pool. Other than a handful of small birds that flew away as he approached, no animals were there. He filled his waterskin, drank heartily, rinsed the blood from his wounds, and washed the bandages for his leg. More than anything, he wanted to stay there and rest, but he knew he had to keep moving before predators showed up. He found a handful of ripe peaches and, using his shirttail to carry them, hurried from the oasis. 
 
    As the sun set and the sounds of the wilds returned, he stopped atop a large dune and devoured the fruit. He’d only eaten fresh peaches a couple of times in his life, but these were the most delicious things he’d ever tasted. When he finished, his stomach still gurgled with hunger and his hands were sticky from the juice, but his energy rose from the nourishment. He marched through the night without incident and at sunrise found another rock to sleep under. He dug out a hole as before and positioned the plate for protection. The punctures on his calf had stopped bleeding, and the pain had lessened enough that he could walk without much of a limp. Lying in his hole as the sun climbed in the sky, he drifted off to sleep. 
 
    That evening, he rose and continued north. For five days, he moved steadily, finding the occasional waterhole but without encountering any more creatures, and the terrain transformed from the flowing dunes to a harder, rockier landscape. On the fifth day, he peered into the distance, expecting to see something to mark the end of the wilds, but all around him were more barren rocks and coarse sand. He walked through the night and slept through the day. Seven days stretched into ten with still no end in view. Most days he ate nothing; sometimes he found a handful of fruit or nuts. At one oasis, he startled a young mountain lion and killed it with the shield. With nothing else to eat, he once again ate the meat raw and drank much of its blood. Another night, he ran from some kind of lumbering animal covered in thick, scaly plates. 
 
    Ten days grew to thirteen, and he began to believe the wilds had no end, that the elves had lied to him. He needed a full meal and real rest, but with craggy rocks and brown sand as far as he could see, he knew he was still far from human settlements. As the sun descended low in the sky, he crawled from his hiding place and lumbered north, now dragging the shield behind him. In the faint light of dusk, he spotted a row of trees, large mesquites thirty feet tall, so he trudged toward the oasis. As he reached the trees, a large ravine opened, revealing a mostly dried lakebed with a large pool in the middle. Crushaw scanned the area for predators, but the only thing he saw was a large stone submerged in the pool. 
 
    He walked around the perimeter, looking for a place to descend. The slopes were steep and the clay slate too treacherous to climb. The ravine itself was large, several hundred yards across at its widest point and, in the distant past, had been a massive lake. Now, the bed lay dry and cracked other than the fifty foot pool. Skeletons of all sizes littered the ground, some no bigger than his hand and others larger than seemed possible. Seeing the bones, Crushaw wondered if he should go near the water, but his waterskin was barely a third full. It wouldn’t last him through a full night’s walk, so he kept searching the edge for way down. On the far side, he found a place where the slate had collapsed, forming a gentle grade to the bed, and from the tracks around the lip, this was a common path down to the water. 
 
    He looked around one last time, wondering if it would be safe, and for as far as he could see, nothing stirred except wisps of dust lifted by the breeze. Gripping his shield and pulling the bone from his waistband, he started down. The slate crunched under his weight, and twice the ground gave way as he stepped on it, causing him to stumble, but he made it to the bottom safely. As he approached the water’s edge, he glanced at the boulder. From this angle, it seemed to be in a different position than before, so he stopped and watched it for several heartbeats. Satisfied it wasn’t moving, he crept to the water and knelt. 
 
    The ground on the lakebed was packed hard, but near the pool, it turned to soft mud. Footprints crisscrossed all around the edge, ranging from small birds to massive paws as big as his torso. Uncorking his waterskin, Crushaw looked over each shoulder to make certain nothing approached. He dipped his waterskin into the brown water and watched air bubbles ripple the surface. When they stopped, he re-corked the opening and rose. To his left, motion near the boulder caught his eye, so he turned in that direction. Slipping the waterskin back into his waistband, he pulled out the bone. As he did, he realized the motion wasn’t near the boulder. The rock itself was rising in the pool. 
 
    Just a few yards away, an iron rhino, the largest beast of the wilds, emerged from the water. Fifteen feet at the shoulder and weighing at least three tons, its hide rippled with thick layers of muscle as it stretched. Its horn, as long as his arm, caught the last rays of sun and gleamed as water dripped from its snout. 
 
    The oldest elves had talked about the iron rhinos with reverence. Long ago, when the Koorleine forest extended closer to the wilds, their ancestors had hunted them. One of these beasts had the strength of a hundred bulls. Though herbivores, they were territorial and would chase anything from their lands. 
 
    Crushaw backed away slowly, hoping it wouldn’t see him. He tripped on a skull, his foot slipping on mud. As he fell, the plate and bone flew from his hands. The shield clattered against the skull, and the club splashed in the water. The iron rhino raised its head and bellowed. 
 
    Then it charged. 
 
    Water exploded in every direction as its massive paws thundered toward him. Crushaw crab-crawled in the mud, slipping and sliding and clambering to his feet. He spun, pushed himself up, and broke into a dead sprint. His waterskin jostled against his thigh and stomach with each step, but he ignored it, not caring at that moment if it fell to the ground, and ran as hard as he could. Behind him, the rhino gained ground, bellowing and snorting as it charged. To his right, he spotted a rock outcropping and turned for it. He leapt over the rock and crashed into ravine wall, sending a shower of slate down on him. The iron rhino swung its horn at the outcropping as it charged by, and chunks of rock blasted into the air. 
 
    Crushaw staggered to his feet and ran back in the direction he had come, hoping to reach the gentle incline in time. The rhino turned on the dry lakebed and gave chase, its bellows growing louder as its rage increased. He could see the incline ahead, nearly a hundred yards away, but behind him, the rhino gained ground with each step. 
 
    Crushaw knew he wasn’t going to make it and looked for somewhere closer to hide. There was nothing except the pool and scattered bones. He would dive into the water and hope for the best. As he turned in that direction, a motion from the lip of the ravine caught his eye. 
 
    The rhino bellowed again, but this time, the sound pealed of agony, not rage. Crushaw glanced over his shoulder and saw that two sand lions had pounced on the rhino’s back, claws embedded in its hide. Crushaw slowed his pace and watched, dazzled by the enormity of the cats. The front lion sank its teeth into the rhino’s neck, and the rear one bit its right flank. The rhino staggered and lurched, trying to rid itself of the lions, but they held on, dark blood oozing where their claws and teeth ripped into the thick hide. Suddenly, three more lions jumped from the edge. One drove straight for the rhino’s throat and launched itself, fangs sinking into the soft flesh and its rear paws wrapping around a front leg. The other two bit the rhino’s hind legs, and after a couple more wobbling steps, it collapsed on the lakebed with a deafening crash. It bellowed once more, a long, mournful sound as the lions shredded its skin. 
 
    Crushaw faced ahead and made for the incline, hoping more sand lions weren’t waiting at the top. He scrambled up the loose slate, using his hands to steady himself. The sun had nearly set, and long streaks of red stretched across the sky. He ran as hard as his legs would carry him, wanting as much distance between himself and the lions as possible before dark. As he ran, he secured the waterskin, thankful it hadn’t toppled from his waistband in all the commotion. A wave of nausea passed through him as the reality of what had just happened sank in. Those sand lions had taken down the largest beast of the wilds as if it were a docile cow, mere feet away. If he ever made it out of this desert, he hoped never to come that close to one again. 
 
    He slowed his pace as dusk settled on the rocky terrain. Clumps of thick, yellow grasses and sparse sagebrush now sprinkled the landscape on this side of the ravine. He took a long drink from his waterskin and carried it in his left hand as he walked along the changing ground. His pants fluttered around his legs, the tattered strips catching in the rising breeze. His feet were raw and sore from grinding against the sand, and the scabs from his cuts and scrapes itched all over his body. His stomach burned with hunger. 
 
    As the landscape transformed, he knew he had nearly reached the other side. By morning or maybe the next evening, he would step foot on human lands and become a free person. If he could survive this night, he would never again set foot on a plantation, would never again venture near the orcish territories, and would certainly never again cross the wilds. As the stars became visible, he stifled the urge to call out in joy, for the life he knew was forever behind him. He had almost made it. 
 
    He was almost there.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    A Rite of Passage 
 
      
 
    The dwarves of the western mountains are three distinct races, each offering unique physical characteristics, temperaments, and cultures. The southernmost dwarves, known as Tredjards or black beards, live under the rule of one kingdom that has been in nearly perpetual war with the orcs to their southeast. As their name suggests, these dwarves have thick, black hair and caramel skin. As warriors both male and female are fierce and unrelenting, preferring spears and halberds in hand to hand combat, and in a battle, Tredjards become overwhelmed with bloodlust and lose all sense of self. It’s common after a battle to find these berserkers without limbs but surrounded by scores of slain orcs, and in social life missing an arm or leg is considered a high honor. They live almost exclusively underground in fortified lairs of stone and metal, and outsiders, regardless of race, rarely find occasion to visit, for these dwarves prefer isolation and are known to attack strangers on sight. If Tredjards want something from the outside world, they will go to its source. 
 
    Conversely, the dwarves of the central mountains, known as Ghaldeons, prefer interaction with other races. For their part, all dwarves are brothers, and they will aid any of the dwarf nations that come under attack. The Ghaldeons cannot claim sovereignty, having been mostly conquered by the Great Empire to the east and existing in disjointed tribes to the west. In appearance these dwarves usually have brown or red hair and fair skin. They are taller than Tredjards by a few inches because they usually live above ground and are considered outstanding farmers, even in the highlands. In warfare, they are skilled with bows and short swords, and like all dwarves they are miners and blacksmiths, their skills with metals being unrivaled. Because of their outgoing nature and fondness for commerce, their three major cities, Kehldeon, Sturdeon, and Turhjik, are strong centers of trade, especially with humans, ogres, and the northern dwarves. 
 
    Kehldeon, the unofficial capital of the Ghaldeon tribes not ruled by the Great Empire, is the westernmost dwarf city and the least accessible from the east. The mountains in this region only have passes to the north and south, which means most of the trade in this city is with other dwarves. The foundations of the buildings are carved from the diorite of Mount Kehldeon and have a distinct salt and pepper coloring. Most buildings in the city are framed from large blocks of granite and decorated with palladium from local mines. Because of the steep slopes and difficult terrain, the farmers surrounding the city have built a patchwork of terraces filled with nutrient-rich soil from the lowlands and river basins, and the farms are so efficient that, in a normal season, they completely feed Kehldeon, supply the nearby villages and townships, and produce a surplus for trade. 
 
    Sturdeon was once the capital of the Ghaldeon Nation, before the Great Empire seized it. This city lies along the banks of the Yuejdeon River, and its buildings are formed mostly from blocks of basalt and gabbro. Unlike Kehldeon, the buildings of this city are finished with wood that is usually stained or painted to meet a particular purpose. For example, all official government buildings have wooden roofs, doors, and trimmings that are painted forest green. Likewise, any commercial building should be adorned with dull red. According to Ghaldeon lore, this tradition began under the rule of Pertomis the Orchammer, who believed that color coordination was the key to social harmony and who died in a peasant revolt. After taking control, the Great Empire, which is known for eradicating local customs, loved the colorful layout so much they put into law that this custom must remain intact. 
 
    Sturdeon prospers mostly from gems mined from the mountains and ore panned in the streams, but the blacksmiths of this region have produced the finest craftsmanship for centuries, which is one reason the Great Empire worked so diligently to conquer it. The economy of Sturdeon demands that weapons and resources be exported to other regions because, despite being somewhat flatter and lower terrain than Kehldeon, the farms of this area do not produce enough food for the city, so Sturdeon relies on the import of grains and vegetables. Because the soil away from the river is too rocky and too leached to sustain intensive farming, most of the land is used to raise chickens, cows, and pigs of good quality, and in many outlying regions, the families that can afford to import Sturdeon meats are considered very fortunate. 
 
    Of the three cities, Turhjik is the most unusual because it was taken from orcs hundreds of years before the Ghaldeons were conquered and divided. As such, the oldest parts of the city are carved deep underground, but the newer areas have spread across the mountain side. Turhjik serves two main economic purposes: the mining and the smelting of iron ore. Without these industries the city would have little to offer the outside world, but because the mines are so rich, Turhjik must defend itself from orcs routinely. Farmers in this region joke that they plant and harvest by the signs of raids, not by the signs of weather, and the soldiers of Turhjik are reputed to be as seasoned and cunning as Tredjards. 
 
    While the southern and central dwarves are known for their skill in warfare, the northern dwarves – known as Kiredurks locally but called white beards by the outside world – have lived peacefully for hundreds of years. Their military experience is usually limited to sending soldiers to other nations in need. Their own nation is located far to the northwest and their only neighbors are the Ghaldeon tribes not yet part of the Great Empire and the ogre clans, with whom they share close friendship and deep economic ties. Consequently, the Kiredurks have focused for centuries on art, music, craftsmanship, and poetry. While their axes and hammers are mediocre, their songs echo down from the mountains like melodic thunder, and bards from every land, even orcs and goblins, travel to the capital, Dorkhun, to study. Kiredurk tapestries and paintings adorn the halls of many wealthy estates, and their jewelry surpasses all others in beauty and craft. 
 
    In appearance, Kiredurks generally stand four feet tall, have pale skin, and grow hair and beards that range from sandy brown to light blond. Physically, most are slimmer than the other two races, but they are more nimble and swift, often able to outrun the snow leopards of their mountains. While they are slimmer than other dwarves, their chests and arms are still thick with muscle, and they are astonishingly strong for their size, capable of pressing twice their body weight above their heads. Without much military service required, most Kiredurks stay fit by competing in athletic events, and being known as a champion hammer slinger or an uphill snowplow winner raises a dwarf’s social status considerably. 
 
    Because their winters are long and harsh, they live almost exclusively underground in complex cities that connect through hundreds of miles of tunnels, and they have developed systems of mirrors that allow sunlight into the deepest caverns, which allows them to farm miles below the surface. In turn, Kiredurks almost never face famine and have the most populous nation despite covering the least amount of surface land. Because of their love of art and skills with crafts like masonry and carving, their cities are marvels of beauty and engineering, humbling even the magnificence of Kehldeon. 
 
    Kiredurks also pride themselves in knowledge of the world and of history, and much time and energy is spent educating the young and continuing the education of adults. Even the lowest and least industrious families in the kingdom can read, write, and perform simple math, and in the most physically demanding professions, pride is taken in having knowledge of societies outside of their own mountains. This focus on education and passion for knowledge helps the country remain safe and peaceful, for carved above the door of the Hall of Gronwheil is a quote from Erycke the Just, founder of the First Kingdom: “Peace starts and ends within.” For the most part, the dwarves of the northern mountains embody this ancient belief – each individual doing his or her part to keep the local and national peace; each township maintaining efficient operations to keep taxes at a minimum; and each parent striving to instill this philosophy in their children. Of course there are Kiredurks who are outlaws and renegades, dwarves who steal from the granaries or drink too much ale too often, but they are the exceptions and are expelled from society if they show no willingness or ability to reform. In general, however, most Kiredurks seek peace, art, and beauty in their lives. 
 
    But there was one Kiredurk who did not yearn for peace and had grown to loathe the art and beauty of his home in Dorkhun, the capital city. This dwarf, first son to the king and heir to the throne, craved adventures and dreamed of glorious battles in which he would vanquish his enemies and become a legend. His desire for conflict began in his teens and was scoffed at by the elders as a phase, but the feelings lingered into his early twenties until even the most loyal of subjects began to whisper that the king’s son was mad. Most believed that the problem was that Roskin of the Dark Beard was not wholly Kiredurk, his mother being a wild elf of the Loorish Forest. The elf in him needed to live above ground, they would say. However, the elders remembered that King Kraganere had also been adventurous in his youth, which was why he had married a wild elf in the first place. Getting married calmed down the young king and helped him settle into the duties of his position, but their marriage had been brief – wild elves do not like living in densely populated underground cities – and the young woman had asked for and been granted a divorce shortly after Roskin was born. 
 
    The king remarried when Roskin was five and had three more children – two being girls who became the chief engineers on the structural reformation project after an earthquake had damaged much of Dorkhun’s foundations, but that is a different tale. Early on, Roskin was considered unusual as a dwarf and a Kiredurk. For one, he was much taller than most, standing just over five feet tall and having much larger feet and hands than even the biggest dwarf. For another, his hair and beard were black with streaks of white and silver, just like the hair on the heads of the Loorish elves, but the most striking difference between Roskin and other Kiredurks was his temper. Most white beards remain calm and relaxed even under powerful stress, but Roskin easily became frustrated. If he could not get the sound right on a particular instrument, that flute or lire or fiddle would find itself at the bottom of a lake. In log chopping events, if he missed a stroke, he would smash his axe into the nearest stone, and he had been completely banned from all grappling events in the kingdom, by order of his father. His temper only added to the whispers. 
 
    On his twenty-second birthday, Roskin was summoned to his father’s private study, a room high in the palace where the king would spend his evening hours with a book or a pen. Roskin had rarely been inside the study, but he had always been fond of the dark mahogany desk that faced the Hall of Gronwheil and the gray marble bookshelves that were lined with volumes of history, lore, and poetry. Roskin’s favorite was the oil canvas of his mother that hung with the other family portraits. He had a similar painting in his bedroom but preferred this one because the artist had more fiercely captured the wildness of her eyes. As he entered the study, Roskin stopped beside the painting and stared. 
 
    “She was magnificent,” his father said, standing from behind the desk and moving toward his son. “But she wasn’t happy here.” 
 
    “I know,” Roskin said, looking away from the painting. He often wondered why she had never attempted to visit him, and each year on his birthday he would hope all day that she would remember him and arrive at the palace. 
 
    “You also have trouble with our ways.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir. I try to do better.” 
 
    King Kraganere laughed and hugged his son. “Do not apologize for who you are. You can’t help your feelings. A person should be measured by their actions.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    The two sat by the window, staring into the perpetual night of the underground city, darkness broken only by torches and the faint glow on the fields outside of town. As they watched people move towards the entrance to the symphony hall, on their way for the evening concert, Roskin wanted to reassure his father that he loved the city and the people, subjects who would one day bind themselves to him without question. He did love them, but the love was drowning in a fear he could not place. 
 
    “I want you to update the maps of our kingdom,” the king spoke after a long silence. “They are old and missing information.” 
 
    “I will start tomorrow morning at the Hall, before lecture.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “To be accurate, you must see what you are mapping.” 
 
    “We have good maps of Dorkhun.” 
 
    “Yes, we do, but the rest of the kingdom is poorly recorded. I think you can do better.” 
 
    “But I’m supposed to study the Fifth Kingdom from Master Hinkroh this session and finish my songs for the festival.” 
 
    “You need a change, something to help you relax. A little travel helps me.” 
 
    “I have never complained about my duty, sir,” Roskin said, suddenly afraid that this was a test. 
 
    “This is your assignment. Map the whole kingdom from the River of Fire to Erycke’s Tomb to the Kireghegon Halls of the great peak. There is no argument. The maps must be complete before you take your place on the council.” 
 
    “I cannot join the council until I finish school, at least five more years.” 
 
    “Do not question my orders. You have your duty. I expect not to see you in the morning.” 
 
    After that, the king returned to business, and Roskin went to his room, packed for the journey, and then said goodbye to his friends, siblings, and stepmother. Early the next morning, he gathered a set of maps from the Hall and set out for the Kireghegon Halls, the oldest remaining section of the kingdom. The city was actually from the Second Kingdom of Lord Thysian the Explorer, but all of the First Kingdom had long been abandoned because of structural issues. The Kireghegon Halls were two month’s walk from the capital, but to Roskin, that boundary was the most logical place to start because it was the highest point of the kingdom. 
 
    Travel was easy for the heir to the throne. In every township once someone recognized the king’s insignia, food and shelter were readily offered. For the first two and a half months, Roskin spent each night in a new tavern or inn, surrounded by new people who all laughed at his jokes and listened intently to his theories on goshkenh ball, and he was never in need of companionship or lonely at night. This new freedom began to quench his need for battle and lessened his dreams of glory, but in every new place and with every new companion, the dark fear scurried around the edges of his mind. While he never had reason to feel physically threatened – not even the most foolish or distressed outlaw still underground would consider harming the heir – Roskin constantly felt that his life was at risk, but he dared not mention this fear to anyone. 
 
    When he reached the Kireghegon Halls, Roskin was astounded by the ancient architecture and engineering. Every town and city that he had seen were open at the entrances because the Kiredurks had learned that, during a siege, heavy fortifications can cause catastrophic cave-ins as they are ravaged by battering rams, so sometime in the Third Kingdom all new settlements were built with only guard posts at the tunnels. However, Kireghegon was built with and still utilized metal doors that rose forty feet from floor to ceiling, and the hinges alone were taller and thicker than Roskin. The surface facing away from the city was carved with images of great leaders who had long been forgotten, even by the best scholars, and the surface inside the city was covered by mosaics of Erycke the Just as he defended the first town from cave trolls. The mosaics were made from gems and minerals and still glimmered and sparkled in thousands of shades of every color, but to Roskin the most astonishing feature was the mechanism for opening and closing the gate. One person of average size could turn the crank that stood on a two foot tall pedestal beside the main path, and the crank would wind or unwind a chain that disappeared into the ceiling and snaked through a system of pulleys that leveraged the massive doors. As the guard who was at least eighty years old demonstrated the system, pride surged through Roskin, for his ancestors had built this contraption that still functioned flawlessly after thousands of years. 
 
    In Roskin’s time, most cities had been built by hollowing large caverns, then using the stones as blocks for new buildings. Ceilings were always reinforced with metal pillars and cross members, because they had found this system to offer more stability, yet every structure in the Kireghegon Halls was carved directly from the mountain. Many buildings were adorned with platinum, silver, and palladium ornaments, and all the doors were made of sturdy metals that showed no signs of rust. While he had seen paintings of this ancient city, Roskin found himself stopping every few steps and absorbing the grandeur of the former capital, and mapping the city took nearly two weeks. 
 
    During that time, he grew fond of the citizens. For the most part, they were taciturn and stoic but not malicious or bitter; they simply had little to say because, as one dwarf put it, living around such history humbled them enough to keep them from thinking they had anything new to offer. When they did speak, they usually told some local legend or piece of trivia about a structure. Roskin listened to most only from respect for his hosts, but one story in particular caught his attention. 
 
    According to the legend, the Kiredurks of this city had crafted a ceremonial figurine for the Ghaldeon king during the Second Kingdom. The sculpture was cast from platinum and portrayed two dwarves standing shoulder to shoulder in a defensive posture. The gift symbolized the Ghaldeon spirit of brotherhood after they had helped the Kiredurks repel an invasion, and it had remained in Sturdeon for over two thousand years. Rumor was that when the Great Empire captured the city, all precious artifacts were moved to a human town to the east. A group of dwarves, loyal to the fallen Ghaldeon king found the hiding place and reclaimed several pieces. After this, the remaining treasure was transferred to a fortress along the northern border for protection. The fortress had been built by the most ruthless general of the Great Empire, a man referred to by the ogres on whom he had waged war as “Evil Blade.” None who had been taken to the fortress was seen again, so no dwarf or ogre actually knew if the Brotherhood of Dwarves was there or not, but it had not been part of the recovered treasure. 
 
    Roskin heard that story three times in Kireghegon, and it appealed to him. He had met the descendants of the displaced Ghaldeon king, who had died in the barn of a pig farm seventy miles from his palace. The farmer never knew that the king had been hiding on his farm until he noticed the smell one morning, and even then the farmer only knew that a filthy, disheveled old man had ruined a week’s worth of feed. The farmer went to his grave without sharing the story with anyone, fearing he might be charged with murder by the Great Empire, and for years few believed the king was dead because the body was never recovered. 
 
    The king’s grandson, now an old man himself named Gebdorn, had sought and received exile in Dorkhun, and Roskin had grown up hearing stories about the Ghaldeons and their once mighty kingdom. As a boy, he had always felt sorry for Gebdorn and had many times offered to help reclaim the lost lands, but the old dwarf would smile, pat Roskin’s head, and say that the old ways were lost, the old brotherhoods broken. As Roskin grew into a young man, more of the fallen king’s family moved to Dorkhun, and he had become close friends with a great nephew named Bordorn, who was two years older and taught Roskin how to wield a short sword. When he came of age, Bordorn decided to join the Resistance of the western tribes, and on the night he left, Roskin had walked with him for several miles. 
 
    “I go to certain death,” Bordorn had said. 
 
    “Don’t say that. It’s awful to think.” 
 
    “Your city and kingdom are magnificent, but I would rather die fighting for my name than hide like a coward and grow old.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “I can see that. Then, I’d have two armies to fight.” Bordorn laughed and punched Roskin in the arm. 
 
    “When I’m of age no one can stop me.” 
 
    “Then join us if you wish, Pepper Beard.” 
 
    But after Bordorn had left and Roskin had returned to the palace, King Kraganere lectured his son for three months on how the Kiredurks had not joined in that battle because the Great Empire was too powerful for their armies, and it was better for their kingdom to help the Ghaldeons through other means, like food and money, than to risk an invasion they could not repel. Roskin never agreed with his father but gave up that dream of glory as more and more duties became his. Yet he had remained in touch with Bordorn, who had not died because the Resistance had grown so weak and insignificant that there were no battles left to fight. For his part, Bordorn lived with a small tribe in the Snivegohn Valley and also gave up fighting for what was already lost. 
 
    After the Kireghegon Halls were mapped, Roskin traveled north to Geishkuhn, the most distant township, and there he found more hospitality and more legends told around more pitchers of ale. He spent a week in that city, and from there he crisscrossed east and west on his way south. He mapped every major city and minor township until he reached the outer gate that opened onto the Ghaldeon lands. Over two years had passed when he finished the last map, and Roskin was ready to return home, but one night in a township outside of Dorkhun, he heard again the tale of the stolen statue, the Brotherhood of Dwarves, from an ogre merchant traveling on business. 
 
    “They say it’s kept in Evil Blade’s castle, but no one knows,” the ogre said, waving his gnarled hands for effect. 
 
    “What do you know of this statue?” Roskin huffed. 
 
    “I know that its worth is more than this whole township.” 
 
    “Sounds like a fool’s treasure to me,” the barkeep said from behind the bar. 
 
    “Yeah, you’d never make it in and out,” another ogre added. 
 
    “Surely there’s a secret entrance,” Roskin said. 
 
    “You’d be full of arrows before you found it,” the second ogre returned. 
 
    “There’s one who knows the way in and around that place, and he might be willing to help,” the first ogre said. 
 
    “Help with what?” the barkeep asked, wiping out a tankard. 
 
    “Stealing the treasure.” 
 
    “None of you are that crazy, I hope,” the barkeep said, returning the mug to its hook above the bar. 
 
    “We’re just talking,” the first ogre said. “But there is one who would do it.” 
 
    “Who?” Roskin asked. 
 
    “Evil Blade, himself.” 
 
    The second ogre nearly fell backwards from his seat. “That is crazy. He would cut your throat or boil your head in oil. He’d never help any but himself.” He spat on the floor when he finished. 
 
    “He’s an old man, now, and he’s not on good terms with Emperor Vassa anymore.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” Roskin asked. 
 
    “A few years ago an army of several clans drove Evil Blade’s forces from the homeland. He was disgraced by the defeat, and the Emperor stripped him of his rank and banished him to a little town in the Ghaldeon lands. I bet he’d like to get even.” 
 
    “I’d rip him limb from limb. He killed half my clan in one year. Even after we surrendered, he kept killing us. He’s the devil, and I’d rip him limb from limb,” the second ogre hissed. He slammed his fist on the table and stood. “I’ve heard enough of this nonsense.” 
 
    “It’s just talk, anyway,” Roskin said with a wink to the first ogre, but in his mind the idea began to burgeon. He would find Evil Blade and convince the old man to get him to the statue. Then, he would turn the fallen general over to the ogres, who wanted vengeance for the terror he had unleashed on their lands. Roskin had heard the stories of Evil Blade wiping out villages and showing no mercy to any ogre – male, female, or babe, but Roskin did not fear him. The old man might have been fierce in his day, but Roskin was in his prime. If it came down to it, there wouldn’t be much of a fight. 
 
    Two days later, he was back in Dorkhun, and his stepmother and siblings had arranged a party in his honor in the courtyard behind the palace. Exotic meats roasted on spits, and aged ale flowed freely from kegs. For three days most of the city shut down commerce and industry, showing honor to the heir, and every house rang with song. To Roskin, the festival seemed extravagant, but unbeknownst to him, the mapping had been more of a rite of passage than an official duty. Every Kiredurk heir back to Lord Thysian had, as part of his unique education, walked the entire kingdom and sketched a record of his future lands. If the heir failed at this task, he was found unworthy for kingship and had to turn over the throne to another. Throughout history, only two Kiredurks had failed the task, one from dying in a cave-in and the other from being too lazy. When those two had failed, their respective families had had no other legitimate heir, and the crown had passed to a new family. King Kraganere was the tenth king of his line, which represented the Eighth Kingdom. Erycke the Just’s bloodline established and maintained the First Kingdom and ended when the fifth king and his wife were unable to have children. The transition from the First Kingdom to the Second was the bloodiest and most chaotic, for in those days, clear laws had not been developed. When Lord Thysian’s blood failed after nine crowns, the Third Kingdom evolved from a series of contests between the strongest and wisest generals. Very little blood was shed in that transition, and in each successive Kingdom, the change of power through force lessened until between the Seventh and Eight Kingdoms the respect for law and peace had become so much a part of Kiredurk culture that none dared violate the sanctity of what the council decided. King Kraganere explained all of this to him in the private study the fourth day of Roskin’s return. 
 
    “When I passed my walking of the kingdom, my father explained to me as I will explain to you, the secret to peace within this kingdom begins with the king, for if you do not have inner peace, this kingdom will fall into chaos. To find your inner calm, you are granted one year of freedom to do anything you please within our lands, but choose carefully. During that year you lose your status as the heir and must remain outside of this palace without any insignia.” 
 
    “What was your choice?” Roskin asked. 
 
    “I was bold and headstrong. I thought the outside world was where I belonged, so I chose to travel to the ends of the earth.” The king stopped and stared out the window, a smile faintly showing. 
 
    “Where did you go?” 
 
    “First, I went to Kehldeon and played music for the travelers at the Crescent Moon Inn. Then, I turned east and traveled into the conquered lands.” 
 
    “That is where you met my mother?” 
 
    “Not right away. On the way to Turhjik, I was spotted by a patrol of the Great Empire. In those days, the Resistance was still strong, and any dwarf found away from his or her labor was considered a threat to peace, so they chased me into the lowlands that bordered the Loorish Forest. They gave up chase, but the elves didn’t trust outsiders. An archer shot me in the chest, and I was left for dead.” 
 
    The king pulled up his white tunic and revealed the scar just to the right of his heart. Roskin leaned closer to his father to hear more clearly because seeing the scar made the story seem more real and more immediate, and he felt a strong need to protect his father. 
 
    “Your grandmother found me at the base of her tree dwelling and took pity on me. The rest you already know.” 
 
    Roskin pressed his hand to the king’s cheek and held it there. He wanted badly to tell him of the statue and the fortress and Evil Blade, but he knew his father would never let him travel into the Great Empire, not after telling that story. 
 
    “I want to visit Bordorn and live with the Ghaldeons,” Roskin lied. 
 
    “If you leave the kingdom, your safety cannot be guaranteed.” The king took Roskin’s hand and held it tightly. 
 
    “I will be safe with Bordorn.” 
 
    “Very well. In the morning, we will announce it to the council.” 
 
    That night, Roskin assembled gear for the cross-country hike. According to his maps, the road to Bordorn’s village was a couple of days from the outer gate, but the way into the conquered lands would take at least two weeks. As he organized the sleeping bag, cook set, and hunting tools, his stepmother came to his room. She was a thoughtful woman who had never shown resentment towards Roskin’s mother, and she had always treated him with the same love and care given to her natural children. 
 
    “Promise me you’ll be careful,” she said, helping him load the backpack. “Your father needs you to return. The kingdom needs it.” 
 
    “Ma’am, I’ll be safe. The road to Bordorn’s tribe is too far west for the Great Empire.” 
 
    “You can tell that lie to your father, and he may act like he believes you, but I know better. Where are you going?” 
 
    “I’m not lying.” 
 
    “Roskin, don’t treat me like a fool. Where?” 
 
    The young dwarf looked into her eyes and knew that her intuition had formed a guess. 
 
    “He would not let me go if he knew.” 
 
    “Because it’s not safe,” she said, lowering her eyes. “I always knew you’d want to find her.” 
 
    “I have to know,” he said, trying to avoid eye contact. 
 
    “Then go to Bordorn first, and let him go with you.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    She hugged him and slipped several strange coins into his purse. He had already packed several dozen Kiredurkian coins in his backpack, and he was puzzled by her gift. 
 
    “Out there,” she said. “Our coins aren’t always the wisest choice. You will need these.” 
 
    He hardly slept that night. Visions of what the outside world would look like raced through his mind. He had been to the surface many times, but always within the kingdom and in the same three locations that were used for athletic events. He had heard stories of meadows and forests, but having the opportunity to see them for himself almost seemed surreal. When his attendant woke him the next morning, he felt drunk from grogginess but climbed from bed and dressed quickly. 
 
    The morning was a blur of activity, and the ceremonies to send him off seemed endless and dull beyond belief, yet by lunch he was on the road to the southern outer gate. The two week trip through the kingdom was much different without his insignia. Dwarves he’d sat with just days before turned him from their doors like a beggar, and the only foods offered to him were scraps and leftovers. By the time he reached the gate, Roskin was more tired and hungry than ever before, and his back ached from sleeping on hard stone and damp earth. He was ready to get above ground. 
 
    The guards who searched and questioned every person who passed through the gates opened his backpack and threw the contents in the snow outside, as they would with any renegade or outlaw banished from the kingdom. When Roskin tried to get back his poetry journal, the guards laughed and shoved him around. At first Roskin played along, believing it an extension of the ceremonies, but when a female guard began reading one of his poems in a mocking voice, his temper flared beyond control. He punched the guard in the nose, and she slunk to her knees, coughing and spitting from the blood that poured down her face. The other guards were stunned at first, and Roskin managed to knock out two more before they could react. He had always been an excellent grappler and pugilist, but one dwarf is no match for nine. The guards punched and kicked him until his eyes swelled and his ribs went numb; then they flung him out the gate into a snow pile. 
 
    “You’re lucky we don’t cut your heart out, renegade,” one guard said, kneeling over him. “But if you return to this kingdom, we will.” 
 
    The guard punched him one last time and left him in the snow. Roskin lay still and tried to catch his breath. He had lost fights before but had never been hurt like this. He ached all over and could barely see, and the snow was beginning to burn his skin, even through his leather boots and thick clothes. Finally, after what seemed like hours but was only a few minutes, he got to all fours and began repacking his gear. When he was sure that everything was accounted for and repacked, he glanced back at the gate and saw that a guard was watching him with a crossbow in her hands. There was no choice but to go down the mountain.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Into the Conquered Lands 
 
      
 
    Mount Gagneesh measures over 7,000 feet, one of the smallest peaks in its range, and the outer gate of the Kiredurk kingdom is only three miles from Snivegohn Valley, but to Roskin the walk felt like ten. Between the foot of snow, his limited vision, and the stabbing pains in his ribs, he could only walk a few yards at a time. According to his map, he was at least a mile from the valley when the shadows of other mountains turned evening into early twilight. Normally, he would have kept going because his eyesight in darkness was much better than in daylight, but on this night he was too exhausted and too disoriented to safely go any farther. After clearing a small campsite, he gathered kindling and branches from the ponderosa pines and junipers that grew near the trail and started a fire. Then, he ate a light supper of dried meats and seeds, hoping to watch the moon rise, for he had heard stories of moonlight and mystical women, but on his first night outside, he was asleep before the sun had fully set. 
 
    The next morning he awoke to the thump and slosh of hooves coming up the trail. He tried to jump up, but his stomach and arms had joined his ribs in sending nauseating pain through his entire body, so he crawled to all fours and slowly got to his feet. A tan horse was struggling to pull a rickety wagon in the snow, and an old Ghaldeon was behind trying to push and steer the wagon around a bend. The old dwarf fell in the snow, and the horse and wagon were heading for the ravine, so Roskin hustled to them despite the pain. He took the horse’s bridle and calmed the snorting beast, then guided it back to the middle of the trail. When the horse and wagon were safe, he went to the old dwarf, who was trying to stand in the packed snow. Roskin took the merchant by the arm and steadied him. 
 
    “Thank you kindly,” the dwarf said. “Not as spry as I used to be.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Better than you, by the looks.” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Roskin huffed, wanting to explain that he had been outnumbered. 
 
    The old dwarf introduced himself as Torkdohn, merchant from Sturdeon, and led Roskin to the wagon. He rummaged through a crate under his seat and produced a glass bottle with a cork stopper, which he undid with his teeth. 
 
    “This ointment will help the swelling,” Torkdohn said, rubbing it around Roskin’s eyes. The young Kiredurk flinched from the pain. “You’ll be better in a day or so, mark my words. Where you heading?” 
 
    “Near Sturdeon.” 
 
    “Dangerous road. Important business?” 
 
    “I prefer to keep it my own, sir.” 
 
    “No offense, young one. I’m just a curious old thing. It’ll be my death, mark my words.” 
 
    “No offense taken, sir.” 
 
    “Then have a safe journey, and keep the ointment.” 
 
    After saying their farewells, Torkdohn started the horse and wagon back up the mountain, and Roskin packed his campsite. Not wanting to wait for a fire or sit to eat, Roskin had more seeds for breakfast as he walked down the trail. Nearing the valley the snow lessened, and he marveled at the denseness of the forest and underbrush, which seemed to cover the entire world. The smells of trees, plants, soil, and rot came faster than he could process, for Roskin had never been this far down the mountain, and even though the Kiredurks could grow crops underground, their fields smelled mostly of manure and dank roots. As he walked, nauseated and in pain, he began to wonder if he had made a terrible mistake leaving his home. His bravery faltered and as it did, he fell to his knees and vomited down the slope of the mountain. He lay on his stomach in the mud for half an hour, trying to adjust all his senses to the world above ground, and as he lay there, he questioned his ability to carry out his mission. Perhaps life underground was all he could handle, and he considered turning around to catch the old man. He could hide in the wagon to get by the guards and then go back to Dorkhun. 
 
    While the thought was tempting, Roskin knew he couldn’t face anyone if he quit after one day, so he composed himself, wiped off his beard, and continued down the trail. He became more accustomed to the smells and gradually felt less nauseous, and the pains seemed to ease the more he moved. A short time later, he climbed a small rise, and as he cleared the top, the Snivegohn Valley stretched out below. For the first time Roskin saw an open meadow, and the shades of green and yellow rolling in the light breeze dazzled him more than any gem or metal. When he moved from the mountain trail onto the flat valley, the smell of grass replaced the stench of the forest, and he breathed his first deep breaths since leaving the outer gate. 
 
    The rest of the day was a pleasant walk, and he covered several miles of the valley, passing small farms that dotted the quiet landscape. To the east Mount Rorgrume rose into the thin clouds, and to the west Mount Lokholme towered even higher, but the road south stayed mostly flat and smooth, heading for Mount Khendar. Roskin found himself singing out loud as he soaked up the sunshine and watched insects dart in and out of the tall grasses. Having lived underground where he hadn’t needed to see more than half a mile, he couldn’t focus well on distant objects, but the world within a hundred yards was sharp and crisp, and he tried to absorb as much as he could. 
 
    That night he watched the moon and stars, hypnotized by the closeness and depth of the shimmering lights. In one moment they appeared close enough to touch, and in the next they seemed ages away, all without visibly moving. Nothing from the underground had prepared him for the open sky at night, and Roskin wondered why his people remained hidden in the darkness. Watching the sky, he didn’t want to sleep, but his body was sore and exhausted, and the struggle didn’t last long. 
 
    For three days, he continued through the valley, but by midday of the fourth the flat terrain gave way to broken, rocky land as he began back up the mountains. When he reached the Khendar Fork that led to either Kehldeon or Sturdeon, he turned east towards the conquered lands. According to the map, he could reach the border in a week, and then he would only need to find the town where Evil Blade sat in exile, which by what he had learned from the ogre was along the Yuejdeon River, well before Sturdeon. As he walked the ground grew rockier, the incline became steeper, and snow reappeared, until his legs burned and his breath came in short gulps from the hike. When evening finally arrived, he was halfway up Mount Khendar, 6,000 feet above the valley. 
 
    Khendar Pass was only 2,000 feet higher, so Roskin walked well into the darkness, wanting to cross over before making camp. Since leaving the old merchant at Mount Gagneesh, he had not seen another person, only distant farmhouses on the valley floor, and he had no idea how far he was from a town or village. The dark fear that stayed on the edge of his thoughts nagged and irritated him. He wanted rid of the gloom, wanted his thoughts to be clear and bright on this adventure, but the hint of danger would not leave, not even in this solitary place, so he trudged on in the darkness. By midnight he reached the pass and made camp on the eastern side. 
 
    The next day he descended Khendar and started up Mount Roustdohn, feeling the last remnants of soreness from the fight leave him. The swelling around his eyes was gone, and he had barely used the ointment. His legs and back felt strong, so he climbed all day, reaching 3,000 feet by early afternoon but not making 4,000 until late evening because the slope turned severe. He stopped early and ate a big supper, then woke the next morning and continued up. He crossed the pass of Roustdohn late that day and camped 8,000 feet up. He continued this way for seven more days, climbing and descending and creeping closer to the border. 
 
    On the eighth day the road split north and south, which wasn’t on his map, and Roskin was unsure of the way. He knew enough of mountains to be sure that the wrong direction could cost him weeks, so he sat on a rock and stared at the map and horizon, trying to decipher some clue. After a few minutes, he decided to walk each trail for a mile to find a stream that would lead to the Yuejdeon, so he started south. After a short distance, that trail split again, this time into three directions. He returned to the first split and went north, but that trail tapered off into wilderness well before a stream was within earshot. He turned back south and decided to take the most easterly path, but after descending deep into a ravine, that trail disappeared. By this point his frustration was boiling over, and as he climbed out of the ravine, he cursed the paths and kicked stones down the slopes. When he reached the top, he realized that birds had stopped singing and a deep silence descended as the dark fear flared suddenly, turning into terror. 
 
    He whipped around in time to see an orc step from behind a boulder. The creature’s skin was charcoal gray and cracked like sun-blistered earth, and its sharp teeth glittered in the daylight. It approached Roskin slowly, tossing its club from one hand to the other. The young dwarf remembered his military drills and realized that this orc was merely the decoy because there was no tactical advantage to brandishing its weapon in that manner. Roskin spun back in time to punch the second orc in the stomach, knocking it to its knees. The dwarf scurried up a small rise, fumbling for his hand axe and stumbling in the loose earth. He found solid footing and faced the orcs, who were joined by a third. They hissed to each other in their own language and spread out, following him up the rise. A taste like copper filled Roskin’s mouth, and his legs turned to stone. The black terror enveloped him, almost overwhelming his senses, and in that moment, he realized that he might die. 
 
    “Back you beasts,” he called, waving his axe clumsily, as if he had never trained with it. 
 
    “Now, boy,” the middle orc who had been tossing his club returned in the common language. “No need to be nasty. Come down nicely, and we’ll be gentle about this.” 
 
    “I don’t want to use this,” Roskin said, extending the axe even more. The orc to his right slipped on the gravel and slid back a few feet. 
 
    “He’s right. You’ll be a good one,” the middle orc hissed. 
 
    The orc to Roskin’s left pulled out a net and readied it to toss. The dwarf knew his time was short, and terror gripped him like cold steel, but he was a Kiredurk. They might kill him and grind his bones for supper, but he would at least make them earn it. With that thought, he hurled the axe at the orc with the net, striking it firmly in the shoulder. The orc fell down, squealing in pain and writhing in the dust. Then, Roskin charged the middle one. The creature hesitated from surprise, and Roskin knocked it off balance and down the rise. He then pulled his dagger and crouched as the one that had slipped approached cautiously, hissing to the others. When the orc was within reach, he lunged forward with the dagger, and the blade struck the thick hide, resisting at first but sinking quickly into the creature’s belly. Nausea passed through the dwarf as he twisted the blade, which caused the orc to shriek in a high-pitched wail. The creature struck Roskin in the ear with a club and stumbled backwards, dark blood oozing from its wound. The dwarf watched, frozen in place, as life faded from the orc’s eyes. 
 
    The dark terror forced him to wheel around, and he saw the middle orc charging up the rise. He crouched again and felt blood dripping from his ear onto his neck and shoulder. 
 
    “Now you die, Tredjard,” the orc said. 
 
    Roskin held his ground as the orc raised its club to strike. He had practiced this move a thousand times, a simple block and counter, but his arms and legs were feeble from fear, and the blood from his ear tickled his neck. The orc’s arm started forward, and sunlight glittered off the polished handle. As he had rehearsed so many times, Roskin stepped towards the orc and blocked the blow. A sharp pain jolted through his arm from the impact. Without thinking, he thrust the dagger into the orc’s chest. It twitched sharply as the blade pierced its heart. Another wave of nausea washed through Roskin as the orc grunted, and the young dwarf stumbled backwards and landed on his backside. His breath came in ragged gulps, and his arm and ear throbbed with pain. He could hear the third orc groaning as it tried to pull the axe from its shoulder, but Roskin’s legs and arms were too weak to move, so he sat in the dust and gravel trying to catch his breath. 
 
    The orc began squealing wildly, and Roskin turned to see Torkdohn tear the hand axe from the orc’s wound. The old dwarf swung more deftly than his age suggested possible, and the orc lay silent, its legs twitching in the dust. Then, Torkdohn moved to Roskin. 
 
    “Others will be coming, mark my words.” 
 
    “They ambushed me. I had no choice.” 
 
    “Hush and get to my wagon. We must get going.” 
 
    The old dwarf led Roskin to the rickety wagon that was loaded with barrels. The two climbed up, and Torkdohn snapped the reins, which caused the horse to lurch forward. They took the central path that wound south for several hundred yards along the side of Mount Keshgheon, then turned back east and snaked down the mountain. The dwarves didn’t talk until they were a safe distance from the skirmish. 
 
    “You were very lucky, young one,” Torkdohn said. 
 
    “They were going to eat me.” 
 
    “Nonsense. Those orcs were trying to capture you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “How does a Tredjard not know why?” 
 
    “I’m a Kiredurk, sir.” 
 
    “Curious. A dark bearded Kiredurk. I thought you looked awfully pale.” 
 
    “What were they going to do with me?” 
 
    Torkdohn explained that the orcs of the southern lands were slave traders who mostly dealt in dwarves. The Great Empire allowed them to wander the conquered lands and capture any dwarf not engaged in imperial business. The orcs had created the misleading paths to trap unsuspecting travelers, and many a Ghaldeon youth had been taken captive where Roskin was attacked. Torkdohn also explained that he was heading to Sturdeon from the Kiredurk kingdom with a load of grains and wheat. He had heard the commotion and knew what was happening. Normally he wouldn’t have stopped because as a merchant he was safe unless he interfered, but when he saw Roskin, the one who had been so nice on Mount Gagneesh, the old dwarf couldn’t help himself. 
 
    “Now, you’ll be hunted.” 
 
    “But they attacked me,” Roskin said, feeling the damage to his ear. 
 
    “You’re a dwarf, on the edge of an empire that hates dwarves.” 
 
    “What should I do?” His ear throbbed terribly. 
 
    “This business you are on, how important is it?” 
 
    “To me, very.” 
 
    “Then continue forward. It will be a few days before news reaches a town, so no one is looking for you there. I will take you to the Yuejdeon.” 
 
    “Do you know the one they call Evil Blade?” 
 
    The old dwarf stared at Roskin without speaking, a look that caused the young dwarf to shiver. “Yes,” he finally said. 
 
    “Which town does he live in?” 
 
    “Your business is your own, but that man is the lowest scum. Whatever the business, he’s not worth finding, mark my words.” 
 
    Without thinking, Roskin began telling the story of the Brotherhood of Dwarves and his plan to reclaim it. He hadn’t shared the tale with anyone, and the words poured freely. Torkdohn listened intently, only nodding or grunting occasionally. When Roskin finished, the old dwarf gave a deep sigh. 
 
    “That’s some idea. Let me tell you about that monster you think will help you.” 
 
    Forty years before, Torkdohn and his father had a trade route from the ogre city of Grefdoughn to Sturdeon, a lucrative and usually safe trip in those days until the Great Empire declared war on the ogre clans. Evil Blade, whose real name was Crushaw, was then only a foot soldier, but on the battlefield he was fearless and highly skilled. He stood seven feet tall and had the strength of three normal men, the ogres would say. He led every charge into the lines of ogres, who themselves could grow up to nine and ten feet, and he could be heard laughing as he hacked and sliced his foes to pieces. On a trip to Grefdoughn, Torkdohn and his father were pinned in a hollow by a battle, and the dwarf had climbed a tree to watch what he could. He saw the ogres braced in trenches and armed with pikes and clubs, waiting for the army to advance. Across the field, the ranks of human soldiers seemed endless, but even from that distance and in that crowd, Torkdohn could make out Crushaw, who had hair like fire that hung to his waist. 
 
    When the army charged, Crushaw was first to meet the line, sidestepping pikes and dodging clubs with the grace of a dancer, and his blade was merciless as he pushed into the line. Torkdohn counted fifteen kills in the first charge and twelve more in the second, which broke the ogres’ lines. The ogres fled in terror, and the human army scoured the battlefield. The dwarf watched, horrified but unable to look away, as Crushaw found wounded ogres and butchered them where they lay, even those who begged for mercy or surrendered. Torkdohn lost count of how many he killed that way. 
 
    “I’ve never seen such savagery, not even from orcs and Tredjards.” 
 
    “But he is old, now.” 
 
    “You think that matters? Evil like that has no age.” 
 
    “Will this ointment work on my ear?” Roskin asked, not wanting to argue. 
 
    “Let me see. No, this salve is better,” he said, producing a small oilskin pouch from his cloak. “That’s a nasty wound.” 
 
    Torkdohn kept one hand on the reins and spread the salve on Roskin’s ear with the other. Roskin wanted to yelp from the pain, but he gritted his teeth and gripped the side of the wagon, trying not to appear weak. The salve burned as it coated the wound, but as the burning faded, the ear and scalp became numb. 
 
    “Back there. Those orcs,” Roskin said, stopping short. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “That’s the first time. I never killed anything before.” 
 
    “The first is the hardest, mark my words.” 
 
    The wagon kept moving down the trail, and as they neared the river, Roskin cleaned his hand axe and dagger, both of which were still bloody. First, he used water and a rag to get the crusty blood off the metal; then after making sure the weapons were completely dry, he sharpened each blade with his whetstone. Finally, he oiled, polished, and returned the dagger to its sheath and the axe to his backpack. When he finished, the river was becoming a whisper in their ears, and Torkdohn pulled the wagon into a clearing behind a mound of boulders, announcing that he would not be able to take Roskin any further. They unhitched the horse, letting it graze in the weeds, and Torkdohn explained how to get to Murkdolm as they shared a supper of dried meats in the twilight. 
 
    “We can camp here tonight, then cross the bridge separately in the morning.” 
 
    “Thank you for everything,” Roskin said. 
 
    “Remember, the humans expect all dwarves to be engaged in some labor, so always look busy, or you’ll find yourself in chains.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Watch yourself. This world is not what you think, and you are worth nothing dead.” 
 
    Darkness came early at the base of Keshgheon, and the old dwarf went to sleep shortly after supper. Roskin felt numb and hollow from the day’s excitement, and he wanted to sleep, but the thought of being hunted made him uneasy. He didn’t want Torkdohn to get caught helping him, so he decided to cross the bridge and sneak into Murkdolm during the night. With any luck, he could find Evil Blade and be out of town before anyone knew he was there.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    To Find Evil Blade 
 
      
 
    Murkdolm is a small town that, prior to the conquest, had served primarily as a resting point between Kehldeon and Sturdeon, but after the Great Empire captured the eastern lands, it became a military outpost to defend against the Resistance. The Ghaldeon part of town was mostly abandoned, yet the stone and mortar structures stood firm even without repair, and the only dwarven buildings still in use were a tavern, two blacksmith shops, and houses. A wooden fort, which housed barracks and an archery range, had been built on a hill southeast of town, and the old dwarven inns had been torn down and rebuilt as brothels and gambling halls for the soldiers. Several taverns had developed near the fort, and they served only humans, for according to law, dwarves were forbidden to eat or drink in the presence of humans. 
 
    Roskin first saw the abandoned buildings as he sneaked into town, and at night they were an eerie presence. As one who had grown up surrounded by darkness, Roskin wasn’t bothered by the night, but something about the vacant buildings, with missing doors and broken windows and wind moaning through the holes, made him walk briskly. Lights from the dwarven tavern caught his eye, and he crept along the shadows to take a closer look. Inside, several dwarves sat at different tables in groups of two or three. The barkeep was a middle-age female with a pretty but stern face and auburn hair, and to Roskin she looked tired beyond her years. He peered through the window for several minutes, deciding if the bar was safe. After the day’s excitement, he wanted a drink and, after making sure only dwarves were there, decided to take the risk. 
 
    He entered the door and scanned the room, noticing a human stretched out in the floor. His heart skipped a beat at the sight, but then he realized that the man was just an old bum, no one to fear. He found an empty table near the door and sat, propping his backpack in the empty chair beside him. A few of the dwarves closest to him stopped their conversations and stared at him, but most continued as if nothing had changed. The barkeep came to his table and leaned down to him. 
 
    “Black beard, you’d better hide those weapons,” she said, pointing to his axe and dagger. “No one in here cares, but if a soldier happened by, you’d not like where you found yourself.” 
 
    “I apologize, ma’am.” He tucked each weapon in the folds of his sleeping bag. 
 
    “Give me your order.” 
 
    “Just ale.” 
 
    She returned in a moment with his drink, then checked the other tables. She moved from group to group, not smiling or chatting with the customers, just getting their orders in a perfunctory manner. He had never seen such an unfriendly bartender, and her temperament bothered him. He had hoped to find a conversation, maybe even a warm bed for the night, but he could see that this place offered no tenderness. When she returned, he paid for his ale and asked directions to the inn. 
 
    “Hear that Grussard?” she asked, looking sideways at his coin before making change. “This Tredjard wants the inn.” 
 
    “Send him to it,” Grussard replied, slapping his friend’s back. 
 
    “Maybe we should. At least they’d have someone to play with for a day or two,” the friend returned. 
 
    Several dwarves laughed, and it was the first laughter Roskin had heard in the place. He rose from his seat and grabbed his backpack. 
 
    “Thank you for the kindness,” he huffed, moving for the door. 
 
    “Sit down, pup,” Grussard said. “We’re just having fun.” 
 
    “Where I’m from, we treat strangers kindly till they give us reason not to.” His temper was at the boiling point, but he had had enough action for one day and wanted to leave before he had to fight again. 
 
    “Tredjards don’t know the first thing about kindness,” the barkeep said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “I’m a Kiredurk,” he returned, stopping at the door. 
 
    “Of course you are, dark beard,” another dwarf said. 
 
    They laughed again. 
 
    “Come on, pup. We’ll let you buy the next round. How’s that for kindness?” 
 
    Roskin reached for the doorknob, but the door swung open, hitting him in the wounded ear and knocking him backward. Two human soldiers entered the tavern, stooping through the doorway and groaning as they stretched back to full height. Roskin backed away, holding his ear and fighting back tears. 
 
    “Good evening, workers for the Great Empire. We have come to collect taxes.” 
 
    The dwarves pulled coins from their tunics and purses without question and held the coins in hands raised above their heads. Roskin quickly followed their example, using change the barkeep had given him. One soldier stood by the door while the other dropped the coins into a sack. When the collector reached Roskin, he stopped and called to his companion. 
 
    “Look here. A stranger.” 
 
    “What’s your labor?” the other guard asked, moving closer. 
 
    “I...uh…” 
 
    “He’s my new apprentice,” Grussard said, standing and bowing his head. “He’s from Turhjik. Just got here tonight.” 
 
    The soldiers seemed satisfied with the answer and moved back towards the door. The one who had collected the money walked to the human passed out on the floor and nudged him with his boot. 
 
    “What about it? Where’s your taxes?” 
 
    The old man mumbled something unintelligible, and the other soldier covered his mouth to stifle his laughter. 
 
    “Here’s his,” the barkeep said, handing the soldier a coin. 
 
    After the soldiers left, the dwarves returned to their drinks, but the conversations were held to whispers. Roskin turned to Grussard. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “There are Ghaldeons in league with the humans and orcs, but you’ll not find them here,” Grussard said loudly, bringing on a light chorus of cheers. “We are sons and daughters of the Resistance.” 
 
    “I am grateful.” 
 
    “Good, good. Sit here, pup, and let’s have that drink.” 
 
    Roskin nodded and joined Grussard and his two friends. The companions gave a sarcastic toast to the soldiers, and Roskin felt more at ease. He asked about the strange hour for paying taxes, and the dwarves explained that soldiers would come by the tavern every night to collect enough money for their own revelry. As long as the dwarves gave something, the soldiers usually didn’t bother them. If someone didn’t have anything to pay, like the old bum they called Red, someone else always offered to cover them to keep the soldiers from causing trouble. 
 
    “But why help that human?” Roskin asked, glancing at the filthy figure curled up on the floor. 
 
    “Molgheon, the barkeep there, she lets Red sleep here. He guards us in return, you could say.” 
 
    Another round of laughter came from the nearby tables. 
 
    “What about it? You really a white beard?” one of the friends asked. 
 
    Roskin explained about his mother without saying that his father was king and told that he was traveling to the Loorish Forest to find her. The dwarves commented on the forest and the elves, telling legends about the magical powers of the people. It was said that the elves could read men’s minds and see the future. They lived in the trees and could fly from branch to branch like birds. One of the dwarves asked if Roskin had any of these powers, since he was half elf. 
 
    Roskin was taken aback by the question. He had never thought of himself as anything but Kiredurk, even though he had seen the painting of his mother almost every day until he began the mapping. Somehow, he had never thought about being an elf. 
 
    “No, I have no magic,” Roskin managed. 
 
    “Too bad. That would be fun,” the dwarf replied. 
 
    “I’ve had a long day. Is there any place I can sleep tonight?” 
 
    “Upstairs,” Grussard said, motioning for Molgheon. “But there’s not a bed. Only the stone floor.” 
 
    “More drinks?” she asked without meeting their eyes, just staring into space. 
 
    “Can our friend use the upper room? He’s tired from his travel.” 
 
    “Just tonight. Don’t need another freeloader.” 
 
    “She plays gruff,” Grussard said, play punching her arm. “But she’s a softy.” 
 
    “Watch your mouth, smith, or it might get mashed. Now, do you need another round or not?” 
 
    “On me, ma’am,” Roskin said, pulling out another of his stepmother’s coins. 
 
    “That’s from the old kingdom,” Grussard said, grabbing the coin. “Where’d you get that?” 
 
    “It’s mine, smith,” Molgheon said. 
 
    “I’ve plenty more,” Roskin said, holding another towards her. 
 
    She snatched it quickly and went behind the bar for their drinks. Grussard passed the coin to his friend, who leaned forward to get a better look. Roskin sipped his ale and wondered why the fuss over a coin when the currency of his kingdom was just as ornate and solid. 
 
    “Look at those markings,” the friend said, passing it to the other. 
 
    “My papaw made coins,” Grussard said, crossing his arms and staring ahead. “Those haven’t been made for eighty-five years.” 
 
    “Keep it,” Roskin said. 
 
    “Give the pup back his coin,” Grussard said sharply, uncrossing his arms and slamming his hands on the table. “I’ll not rob a dwarf, not even a fool.” 
 
    “Really, I have more,” Roskin said, reaching for his purse. 
 
    The knife was at his throat before he saw Grussard move, and he held still, not even breathing. 
 
    “I don’t need your charity,” the blacksmith said. “Molgheon might short-change you with these coins, but I haven’t fallen that far.” 
 
    “Leave me out of it,” the barkeep said, placing their drinks on the table. “And put that blade away. They’ll shut me down.” 
 
    “That one coin is worth more than a sack of these flat pieces of tin,” Grussard said, tossing a handful of coins on the table. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Roskin said. “I meant no offense.” 
 
    Grussard returned the knife up his sleeve and stood. Roskin let out his breath and felt his neck through the coarse hair of his beard. Several shorn strands had fallen to his lap. Grussard was almost to the door when he turned back to face his friends who were still examining the coin and Roskin who was stunned. 
 
    “We may be under their rule, but we ain’t serfs to other dwarves, too.” 
 
    “Grussard, look,” one of his friends called, waving wildly. “It’s from the Keshgheon mines. Look at these markings.” 
 
    “Shove it.” 
 
    “My family might’ve mined this silver. Yours might’ve cast it.” 
 
    “A lot of smiths made coins. I’m going home.” 
 
    With that he left, and the others were too mesmerized by the coin to talk to Roskin, so the Kiredurk gathered his backpack and asked Molgheon to show him upstairs. She led him up a wooden ladder that passed through a wide hole in the ceiling. The air in the upstairs room was stale and dusty, but it felt more like home to Roskin than the outside. The room was filled with empty crates and barrels and had no furnishings except a square table that was covered with dry-rotted maps of the ancient Ghaldeon kingdom. There were small, round windows on each wall, but very little light came through.  
 
    “This is it,” she said. “I’ll let you out in the morning.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am.”  
 
    “Don’t mind Grussard. He’s just proud and stubborn.” 
 
    She went back to the ladder and descended with the same detached movements that she used taking and serving drinks. Roskin wondered what made a pretty dwarf like her so cold. As he unrolled the sleeping bag, the axe and dagger fell to the stone floor, and the axe chipped severely in the blade. He cursed under his breath and slid it in his backpack. The dagger was fine, so he crawled inside the bag and kept it by his side. Very shortly the long day was behind him. 
 
    Some time in the night, Roskin woke from a presence near him. He sat up quickly and drew the dagger. A large figure lurched backwards and fell into some crates, causing a terrible noise. Roskin jumped to his feet and charged the intruder, but stopped short when he heard a tired, raspy voice beg for mercy. 
 
    “What do you want?” Roskin asked. 
 
    “Don’t hurt me. I just wanted to see them.” 
 
    “See what?” Roskin asked, stepping closer to the figure who he realized was the bum, Red. 
 
    “The coins. The dwarves said they were pretty.” 
 
    Roskin glanced back and saw the contents of his backpack arranged neatly on the floor, but the purse was on his belt, which relaxed him slightly. Figuring that the old man was not a threat to outrun him, Roskin tossed the purse to Red, telling him to have a look. Red rolled to his side and poured the coins on the floor. Even in the faint light, they glittered brightly, and Red ran his fingers through them. Roskin had never spent much time around the human merchants who came to his kingdom, so he marveled at the intensity with which the man rubbed the coins. 
 
    “Pretty indeed, white beard,” Red said. 
 
    “What makes you think I’m a Kiredurk, stranger?” 
 
    “Your axe. Only white beards carry that kind.” 
 
    For a moment Roskin was impressed, but then he realized that the man had likely heard him telling the others downstairs. He stepped closer, keeping the dagger in his hand, and knelt beside the human, who stank of stale beer and filth. 
 
    “Would you like to earn a couple of those?” 
 
    “I’m old and feeble.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I don’t need labor. I’m looking for someone.” 
 
    “My memory is not so good.” 
 
    “Do you know the exiled general?” 
 
    “The one the ogres call Evil Blade?” 
 
    “The same.” 
 
    “He’s dead,” Red said sadly. “Three years ago.” 
 
    “Are you sure it was him?” 
 
    Red described how the general lived in a wooden shack just outside the fort. During a long freeze, the dishonored man took a cough that got worse and worse until the guards were tired of hearing it day and night. They drug him from his home and left him in the ice and snow to die. He stayed alive through the day, but that night, his cough went silent. When sunrise came, the guards saw that wolves had drug off and eaten the body. Only bloody rags were found in the woods. 
 
    Roskin sat down in disbelief. The notion that Evil Blade was not here had never entered his mind. He had been so sure of his plan that he hadn’t considered any alternative, yet here he was at a dead end. Without the general to get him inside the castle, he might never reclaim the treasure. This can’t be happening, he thought. 
 
    “I still get my coins. I did what you asked.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did you know him?” Red asked, sorting through the money to find two he liked. 
 
    “No. Did you?” 
 
    “Yes. Oh yes. He was a great general. I served with him against the ogres.” 
 
    “Really? Do you know of his fortress?” 
 
    “You can’t make me go there,” Red whimpered, rolling away with his coins. The other pieces still shimmered on the floor. 
 
    “It’s okay. I won’t.” 
 
    “Bad place. Bad things happen there.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Red described the torture chambers, designed by Evil Blade himself specifically for ogres. He told of watching the ogres struggle to escape as part by part their bodies were maimed and broken and of hearing their screams that sounded unreal echoing through the halls, screams he could hear even now. Roskin shuddered at the images and thought of the ogres he had known, of their hatred for that man. It seemed wrong that they would never get their justice. Even though he was dead, he had never been punished properly. 
 
    Roskin returned the other coins to the purse and hung it from his belt. He was unsure of the time but still felt tired, so he told Red that he was going back to sleep. Red asked if he could stay upstairs, and Roskin said yes but also reminded the old man of the dagger. Red fell asleep quickly, wheezing and snoring in the dark, but Roskin barely noticed, falling asleep easily himself. 
 
    He awoke again long after sunrise and found his equipment repacked. Red was not upstairs, and Roskin pulled some dried meats from his pack and had breakfast alone. He wouldn’t abandon his plan for the Brotherhood, but without Evil Blade, he had no idea where to begin. The old man would be no help, and Roskin didn’t know if anyone else had even been to the fortress. Not only that, he was sure few people knew the secret passages. If he did find someone who could show him inside, how would he get them to help? The dead ends seemed endless, so he decided to put the problem from his mind and focus on something he could fix, like the cracked axe. 
 
    After finishing breakfast, he put more salve on his ear, wincing as his fingers touched the tender skin. After rolling up the sleeping bag and slipping on the loaded backpack, he went down the ladder to find Molgheon cleaning the tavern. She didn’t acknowledge that he was there, so he went to the window to look at the town in daylight. To his surprise, he saw Torkdohn driving the wagon up the street. Roskin wanted to step outside and greet his friend, but he knew that might cause problems for the merchant, especially after word reached town about the slain orcs. Perhaps they would meet again, and Roskin would have the opportunity to say a proper farewell to the dwarf. 
 
    The abandoned buildings looked much less eerie in daylight, and Roskin admired the masonry. Murkdolm had been founded by a Ghaldeon named Murkdol some seven hundred years earlier. The dwarf had been a disgruntled nephew of the king and had been asked to leave Sturdeon, so he had traveled west. The original house that he had built and used as an inn still stood by the river. The dark gray blocks were carved from dolerite, and each block was a two foot square. The rows were straight and tight, with no blocks out of line, and the mortar bonds were even and smooth, having very few cracks of any significance. The other buildings had been built during Murkdol’s lifetime and followed the same architecture and materials. They ranged from one to three stories, and a couple were close to a hundred feet in length. Roskin tried to imagine the town before the conquest, the energy and industry that must have existed even in this small town and the pride the dwarves must have felt. He remembered vividly the pride he had felt at seeing the doors of the Kireghegon Halls, and for a moment, he felt the same about the withering town of Murkdolm. He studied the buildings for a few more minutes, trying to guess what each structure had been, but his imagination failed, and he decided to see about fixing his axe. 
 
    “Where’s Grussard’s shop? I need to repair something,” he said to Molgheon. 
 
    “Up the road a bit,” she said, not looking up from the metal tankards that she was scrubbing. “Red can show you.” 
 
    “Where’s he?” 
 
    “Out back with a bottle. You shouldn’t give him no more money. He’ll be drunk for weeks, the poor thing.” 
 
    Roskin excused himself and went outside to find the old man, who was standing in a small plaza and facing north. Roskin had to shield his eyes from the sun as he opened the back door, and at first he could only see the old man’s silhouette. Standing erect in daylight, Red looked imposing to the young dwarf for a moment. He was at least a foot and a half taller than Roskin and didn’t look as frail as he had curled up on the floor. His tangled, gray hair nearly reached his waist, and his beard touched his chest. His face was splotched with scars across his forehead and cheeks, but his eyes, though bloodshot, were fierce and bold in the morning light. He turned to the dwarf and smiled, revealing a full set of dirty teeth. 
 
    “Morning, young master,” Red said, holding the bottle, which was two thirds full, towards Roskin. His voice, while still raspy and thin, was much stronger than during the night. “Care for a taste of Murkdolm’s best whiskey. I bought a whole crate.” 
 
    “No thanks. I was hoping you could lead me to Grussard’s shop.” 
 
    “For you, anything, but that axe is beyond repair.” 
 
    With that, Red turned and started down the alley, walking with a determined stride that Roskin would have never believed possible. The dwarf struggled to keep pace as Red passed by the stone houses, and when they reached the blacksmith’s shop, Roskin was slightly winded. Red sat on a wooden bench by the side door and took a drink from his bottle. Roskin hesitated for a moment, then entered the building. The rhythmic clang of hammer on metal filled the room, and he watched as Grussard fashioned the blade of a broadsword. When the shape was to his satisfaction, Grussard dipped the sword in a barrel of black water, causing a sharp hiss and a puff of steam. He hung the blade on a hook and reached for another piece of metal but stopped when he saw Roskin in the doorway. 
 
    “Morning,” Grussard said flatly. 
 
    Without speaking, Roskin pulled out his axe and extended it to the blacksmith. Grussard took it and looked at the cracked weapon for a couple of seconds. Then, he tossed the weapon on a junk pile, muttering something about Kiredurk weapons that Roskin didn’t completely catch. 
 
    “I need an axe,” Roskin said. 
 
    “I can see that. What do you expect from me?” 
 
    “I want to buy one.” 
 
    “Well, I know you can afford it, but I can’t make any axes. That’s the law.” 
 
    “And a son of the Resistance always obeys.” 
 
    “Watch it, pup.” 
 
    “What can you make that I could wield?” 
 
    Grussard went to the far wall and fingered through several swords, finding a blade that was just over two feet long. He removed the sword from its hook and tested the balance by swinging it in a figure eight several times. He smiled proudly and handed it to Roskin, who hadn’t held a sword since Bordorn had taught him almost ten years before. 
 
    “A fine sword for your height,” Grussard said. “But it’s not yet very sharp.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Five of those old coins.” 
 
    “Sounds steep by your reasoning last night.” 
 
    “It is, but the price of selling arms to dwarves is my life, so it’s five coins or nothing.” 
 
    Tucking the sword under his arm, Roskin opened his purse and saw that he only had six coins total, so he made an offer of three. Grussard laughed and looked at the broken axe on his scrap pile, scratching his beard and humming a tune unfamiliar to Roskin. Both dwarves stood without talking for nearly a minute. 
 
    “Tell you what,” Grussard said, taking the sword back from Roskin. “Make it four coins, and I’ll give you some of the local currency to get you around.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “Come back in a bit. I need to sharpen this thing and find something for you to carry it in. And I’ll take half my pay now.” 
 
    Roskin gave Grussard the two coins and went outside to get Red to show him to a tailor’s house to get local clothing. The old man was still on the bench, and the bottle was less than half full. His speech had become slurred, and he wobbled when he stood. 
 
    “May I?” Roskin asked, reaching for the bottle. 
 
    “Sure. Anything for you, my good friend.” 
 
    Roskin corked the bottle and slipped it into a small sack on his belt. 
 
    “That’s mine. I paid for it.” 
 
    “I’ll let you have it back, but take me to the tailor’s.” 
 
    “Okay, but that’s my whiskey. I’ll not be swindled.” 
 
    “Just lead the way.” 
 
    Red looked around at the buildings, trying to get his bearings, but the liquor was doing its job too well. He sat back on the bench and closed his eyes. Roskin helped him lay on the bench, and he began muttering about some battle he had been in long ago. Disgusted, Roskin left the old man there and started back to Molgheon’s place. She could give him directions, and by the time he could get fitted, the sword would be ready. Then, he would pick up and pay for the clothes and feel less conspicuous. On the way, he got lost twice and had to backtrack to find the right alleys. As he neared the tavern, the dark fear began to rise, not as suddenly as with the orcs but steadily nonetheless, and as he reached the back entrance, he heard human voices coming from inside. He crept to one of the rear windows and peeked inside. 
 
    Several guards were there in full arms, and two were badgering her about where the stranger had gone. For her part, Molgheon kept repeating that he had left before sunrise and that she knew nothing else. Roskin wanted to help her, fearing that they were about to get violent, but he had no weapon, save the dagger, and there were too many of them to grapple, so he watched as the interrogation continued. To his surprise, the humans didn’t touch her, despite raising their voices and knocking chairs from the tables. 
 
    “He was just passing through,” she said. “He paid me a few coins to sleep upstairs.” 
 
    “Dwarf, if we find out you are lying, we’ll tear this place to pieces.” 
 
    “Yeah. He’s worth a lot to the slave trader, which means he’s worth a lot to us. You wouldn’t want us to have to collect that money from you, right?” 
 
    “I got no reason to help a dark beard,” Molgheon said, still not showing any emotion. 
 
    “That’s good. You’ve always been good, for a dwarf.” 
 
    “If you remember anything, let us know. We’ll consider it a favor, if you understand.” 
 
    “I’m loyal to the Great Empire,” she said, staring down. 
 
    The two soldiers in charge barked instructions at the others, telling them to pair off and search the whole town, but Roskin didn’t wait to hear everything. He hurried back down the alley towards Grussard’s shop and made the right turns this time. Red was asleep on the bench, wheezing in a steady rhythm, and Roskin shook him mightily. The old man coughed from deep in his chest and slowly opened his eyes. 
 
    “I need out of town,” Roskin said. 
 
    “Follow the road.” 
 
    “Wake up, you old fool. I’m in trouble. Help me.” 
 
    “Where’s my bottle? Give me my bottle.” 
 
    “I’ll give you the bottle when I’m safe.” 
 
    “That’s not fair. I paid for it myself.” 
 
    “I don’t have time for this. The soldiers are after me for killing three orcs.” 
 
    “Orcs!” Red growled, stumbling to his feet. “Where? I’ll tear them apart.” 
 
    “I already killed them.” 
 
    “You killed them all?” 
 
    “I think, but the soldiers are after me.” 
 
    “I’ll help you kill more orcs,” Red said, his eyes wide and his nostrils flared. 
 
    Roskin rushed into the shop with Red right behind him, and Grussard looked up from the grinding stone in surprise. 
 
    “It ain’t ready,” he said. “Just got started.” 
 
    “Here’s your other coins. I can’t wait.” Roskin tossed the two coins on a table as Grussard unhooked the sword from the grips. 
 
    “Let me get your change.” 
 
    “Forget it. I have to go.” 
 
    “We’re killing orcs,” Red said. 
 
    “Orcs?” Grussard asked, furrowing his brow. 
 
    “I killed three orcs on Keshgheon. The soldiers are trying to arrest me.” 
 
    “I hate orcs,” Red added. “Filthy, evil beasts.” 
 
    “Take him north out of town,” Grussard said to Red. Then he turned to Roskin. “Follow the river for two days, and you’ll reach a burnt bridge. To the northwest will be an abandoned mine. Hold up there until I can bring you supplies.” 
 
    “I’ve a case of whiskey at Molgheon’s,” Red said. “Don’t forget it.” 
 
    Grussard looked out the door and motioned that it was clear. Red went out first, and Roskin followed him across the street to another alley. They wound in between rows of houses without much trouble, for the soldiers were still behind them. As they neared the end of the stone buildings, Red crouched behind a shed and motioned for Roskin to do the same. The old man explained that the northern end of town had been rebuilt for the humans. Once they passed the last stone house, they would be surrounded by humans, most of whom loathed the dwarves and hated Red even more for living among them. If Roskin and Red could reach the bridge unnoticed by staying near the wooden structures, they would have a chance to run across before the soldiers in the watchtower spotted them. 
 
    “That’s the best I can do with this notice,” Red said, eyeing the sack that bulged with his bottle. “Can I get a taste before we go?” 
 
    Roskin handed him the bottle, and Red took a short swig before handing it back. As Roskin returned the bottle to the sack, Red stepped from behind the shed and started towards the human section. Roskin waited for him to get safely behind the first wooden house before scurrying across the street himself. They stayed low as they trotted along the buildings, trying to remain below the windows, and fortunately no one spotted them as they approached the tower, but to Roskin’s dismay, a platoon of soldiers, armed with crossbows and pikes, was already at the bridge. Once again, his adventure seemed doomed before it even got started. He cursed under his breath and kicked the dry dirt with the toe of his boot. 
 
    “Wait here,” Red said. “I’ll get their attention. When they leave their post, you get across that bridge and make for the mine. If I can, I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    “Red, wait,” Roskin said. “You don’t have to come with me. There are no more orcs.” 
 
    “Just wait. There’s always more orcs.” 
 
    “But you can stay here. You’re safe. No one’s looking for you.” 
 
    “Young master,” Red said, smiling and putting his hand on the dwarf’s shoulder. “You need me against them.” 
 
    With that, Red crept around the corner and made his way between several buildings until he was nearly two hundred yards east of the bridge. When Roskin could no longer see the old man, he looked back at the soldiers, who were holding their weapons offensively to show off for a group of young women gathered at the entrance of a saloon. Roskin scanned the area near the tower and noticed a gray and white horse hitched to a small wagon near a store. The wagon was empty, and he figured the owner was inside the store delivering goods. He had very little experience driving or riding a horse, but if the guards gave chase, he would have better odds with it than without. 
 
    He darted across the alley and slipped to the building behind the store, almost thirty yards from the tower and forty from the bridge. He glanced back and forth from the soldiers to the horse, waiting for Red to create the diversion. After a few minutes, he had nearly decided that the old man had failed, but suddenly one of the soldiers pointed to the east and yelled, “Fire!” The platoon ran in that direction, calling to the buildings they passed for more help. Roskin waited till he heard people running from the store, and then the dwarf sprinted to the horse and wagon. He sliced the tether with his dagger and hopped onto the seat, laying his sword beside him. He snapped the reins and turned the horse towards the bridge. To his right, smoke billowed from a row of buildings as the conflagration grew. The soldiers and civilians had formed a fire line from the river to the fire’s edge, and buckets, helmets, tankards, and anything else that could hold water were passing back and forth in a frenzy of motion. 
 
    Roskin got the horse up to a steady trot and reached the bridge without anyone seeing him. With each hoof that clomped on the bridge, he braced for a crossbow bolt or spear to strike him, and by the time he reached the far shore, his jaw ached from clenching his teeth, but he made it safely. He stopped the horse on solid ground and engaged the hand brake, fastening it with a leather strap. The horse whinnied and stomped, wanting to keep moving away from the noise and chaos, but Roskin grabbed his sword, climbed from the wagon, and crept back to the bridge. To him, the shapes near the fire were fuzzy and impossible to discern, but he wanted to wait for Red, so he peered towards the watchtower and far end of the bridge, squinting to improve his view. 
 
    Finally, Red appeared from behind a building and was making his way to the bridge. From the south, several platoons were heading for the fire line, but five soldiers broke rank and began chasing the old man. Red had a substantial lead, and Roskin was sure he could make it to the wagon, but as he stepped onto the bridge, archers from the tower began firing at him. Roskin watched, frozen from fear, as bolts splintered the wood all around Red. The old man ignored the volley and kept running. The foot soldiers had closed the gap to less than a hundred yards, and Roskin called for Red to make for the wagon. Two thirds across the bridge, Red was hit in the upper shoulder by a missile and lost his balance. He stumbled forward a few feet but landed face first on the worn wood. Roskin charged forward to help Red to his feet, and bolts thudded all around him as he neared his fallen ally. 
 
    “Leave me,” Red said, raising his head as Roskin was within a few yards. “Save yourself.” 
 
    “Get up. The soldiers are almost on us,” the dwarf yelled, narrowly dodging a bolt. 
 
    He grabbed the old man’s good shoulder and yanked him to his knees, and Red groaned from the pain but managed to stand. Roskin saw that the soldiers were within twenty yards, but the crossbows had stopped firing. 
 
    “Get to that wagon,” the dwarf said, shoving Red in that direction. 
 
    Red managed to stagger forward, and Roskin turned to face the soldiers. The five fanned out into a line and slowed to a creep, readying their pikes. Roskin brought the sword up in a short guard posture, his left foot slightly in front and his right hand on top of the grip. His heart pounded and his knees felt weak, and he couldn’t remember any of the slices, parries, or draws that Bordorn had taught him. 
 
    “Try to take that one alive,” one soldier said. “He’s worth a sack-full.” 
 
    “He’s just one dwarf,” another said. “Let’s get him.” 
 
    The soldier swung the butt-end of his pike in a downward strike, and the dwarf stepped aside of the blow and countered by snapping the pole in two with a quick stomp when it struck ground. The soldier stumbled forward, and Roskin brought the pommel down on top of the man’s head, knocking him out. At once, the other four charged, also using the butt-ends of their pikes, but Roskin rolled to his right and tripped the soldier on the flank, knocking down two more in the process. They landed in a tangle of arms and legs, each man cursing the other two. The last man backed away and turned the blade of his pike towards Roskin. 
 
    “I’ll cut you good, filthy dwarf,” he said, dropping into an offensive posture. 
 
    Roskin blocked the pike with his sword and shoulder-tackled the man, knocking him off balance. As the man stumbled, Roskin swung the flat side of the blade against the man’s head, causing blood to pour from an open wound. The man slumped to his knees, grabbing for the side of his head, and fell forward. The other three were getting to their feet, but Roskin had already begun sprinting for safety. A volley of bolts thudded all around him as he reached the end of the bridge. Red had fallen again beside the wagon, and the dwarf tossed his sword into the bed before grabbing the old man by his dry-rotted clothing and hoisting him up. Red groaned as the dwarf forced him over the railing into the bed, and the old man landed on his wounded shoulder with a thud. 
 
    Roskin hopped onto the seat and unlatched the brake with one hand and reached for the reins with the other. The horse bolted forward as soon as the brake released, causing the dwarf to almost flip over the seat. Red moaned loudly from the bed, and Roskin glanced around to see the soldiers stop chasing not far from the bridge. A few bolts whistled overhead, but the wagon was well beyond a crossbow’s accuracy, so none of the shots were close. Roskin snapped the leather straps to get more speed, and the wagon bounced and jostled down the road, leaving Murkdolm behind. 
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    Chapter 4 
 
    A Narrow Escape 
 
      
 
    Five days after leaving Murkdolm, Roskin sat at the mine’s entrance and watched for Grussard. As he waited, he picked chunks of scab from his ear and scalp, hoping the scars wouldn’t be too grotesque, but he could feel that the ear was fairly mangled. Fortunately, the inner ear wasn’t damaged, and his hearing was intact. Considering the encounter with the orcs and the skirmish with the soldiers, he thought himself lucky to have a wound that small. Red had also been lucky; the crossbow bolt had missed his collarbone and had only damaged the trapezius muscle of his left shoulder. Torkdohn’s salve had healed the puncture, and Red had already regained some motion. 
 
    But Red’s injury was a minor nuisance compared to his craving for alcohol. The bottle had lasted for two days, but since it had gone dry, Red had been intolerable as withdrawals took hold. The first day without whiskey he had sat against the wall, shaking and sweating, but on the second day, he began to hallucinate spiders on his back and legs. He had even scratched raw streaks on his skin. To Roskin, the most annoying part was that the man had talked unceasingly about needing a taste of the whiskey he had bought, and every few minutes he would ask if Grussard had made it. 
 
    By the evening of Red’s third full day without a drink, part of Roskin was on the verge of leaving the old man to suffer, but another part took pity. Back home, dwarves who lost control of their drinking were expelled from society, so Roskin had never seen the shakes. The abandonment from senses repulsed him, but the man was utterly defenseless, so the dwarf sat and held his arms to keep him from scratching more raw places and sang Kiredurkian lullabies to calm him. Eventually, the shakes lessened enough that Red fell asleep, allowing the dwarf to hunt and gather a supper of rabbit and berries. 
 
    Now, he wondered about Grussard, so he sat by the entrance and watched for any sign of the other’s coming. After cleaning the wound, he found his sword and whetstone and continued sharpening the blade. The stone was meant for the much smaller blades of his axe and dagger, so the sharpening was slow and painstaking, and after three days only one edge was sharp enough for battle. Even so, Roskin loved the sword more than any other weapon he had wielded. It was amazingly light for its size, and the balance was astounding. The guard, grip, and pommel were smooth and polished with no decorations or carvings. The guard curved at each end slightly towards the hands, and the grip was bound with dark leather that fit perfectly. The pommel was shaped like an almond with the point fashioned to the tang. On each side of the double blade, a pair of fullers ran nearly two feet of the length, and the metal from which it had been forged was dark gray. 
 
    As the sun neared the horizon, Roskin heard a pair of footsteps approaching from the southeast, and he gently placed the whetstone on the dirt and rolled onto his stomach. He crawled behind an outcropping and squinted towards the footsteps. He clenched the grip in anticipation as the cracking of twigs and shuffling of leaves grew closer. He expected to see soldiers emerge from the forest, and he was certain of an impending fight, but the faces that appeared astonished him. 
 
    Bordorn, whose brown beard hung to his chest, stepped out of the forest first, followed closely by Molgheon. Both dwarves stooped from massive packs, and they trudged up the hill to the mine. Roskin sprang from his hiding place and rushed down the hill. He made them stop and unfetter their packs, insisting that he would carry the supplies the rest of the way. The two unhooked their straps without much argument, and Roskin gathered the packs in separate hands and ascended the hill, grunting and puffing from the load. Bordorn and Molgheon followed without speaking. When they reached the mine entrance, Roskin set the packs against the wall and turned to Bordorn. 
 
    “What on earth?” he asked, grabbing his old friend and hugging him. 
 
    “I’ll explain later. Let me rest a bit, first,” Bordorn said, returning the embrace. 
 
    “Grussard’s dead,” Molgheon said in her usual reserved tone. 
 
    Roskin stepped back from Bordorn and turned towards her. 
 
    “A spy saw you leaving his shop. They hung him once the fire was out.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Roskin said, lowering his eyes. 
 
    “Where’s Red?” 
 
    Roskin pointed into the mine, and Molgheon took a bottle of his whiskey from one of the packs and a lantern from the other. She lit the wick and disappeared into the darkness. Bordorn sat in the dirt and stretched his legs. After picking up the whetstone, Roskin sat across from him and resumed sharpening the sword. The sound of stone on metal rasped rhythmically, and Molgheon and Red’s conversation drifted up from the mine. After a few minutes, Bordorn began his explanation. 
 
    A day or two before Roskin left Dorkhun, his stepmother had sent word to Bordorn that the heir would be seeking his inner peace and that she feared he would be traveling to the Loorish Forest. He should be coming to Bordorn for aid, and she wanted to formally request assistance beforehand. When Roskin never arrived, Bordorn received leave to find his friend and fulfill his obligation to King Kraganere for granting refuge to his family. He reached Murkdolm just before the fire erupted and met Molgheon, who told him that Roskin had been there but was gone and that the soldiers were searching for him. Grussard came into the tavern while Bordorn was there and explained about the plan to meet at the mine. When Grussard was arrested outside his shop and hung that night, Molgheon knew they would come for her shortly, so she took the supplies Grussard had already gathered, including Red’s whiskey, and she and Bordorn sneaked out of town to find Roskin. 
 
    “A fine mess you’re in,” Bordorn said. “Those soldiers are hot that you killed one of their own.” 
 
    “Killed? I didn’t kill any of them.” 
 
    “We heard you beheaded one on the bridge.” 
 
    “Barely a scratch.” 
 
    “Well, one is dead, and an entire regiment has been dispatched to find you.” 
 
    “Red’s got it bad,” Molgheon said, emerging from the dark. “I knew he’d be needing something.” 
 
    After extinguishing the lantern, she went to one of the packs and produced a loaf of bread and some cheese, both of which she shared with Bordorn. Roskin gave them his leftover rabbit and berries, and the two ate supper in silence. Roskin continued sharpening his sword and managed to get another small length to his satisfaction. After supper, Molgheon got out a bottle of wine and poured three tankards full. 
 
    “This was my husband’s,” she said. “I wasn’t going to let them have it, so you boys enjoy.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” Roskin said. 
 
    “Too kind,” Bordorn added. “But let’s take it easy tonight. We need to get moving early.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” Roskin asked, wanting to move towards the fortress and the Brotherhood. 
 
    “I’ve got family to the east,” Molgheon said between sips of wine. “They’ll welcome us.” 
 
    “That leads us deeper into the enemy,” Bordorn said. “We should loop back to the free lands.” 
 
    “Whatever we do, Red won’t be able to walk for a few days,” Molgheon said. “Those shakes will hold on awhile, even with a taste to ease them.” 
 
    “I stole a horse and wagon,” Roskin said. “The horse is grazing on the other side of this hill, I hope. That could carry him.” 
 
    “Do you know how to drive a rig?” Bordorn asked Molgheon, who nodded. “Then, we’ll walk behind and let you stay in the wagon.” 
 
    “Just because I’m female doesn’t mean I can’t walk.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean…” Bordorn tried to explain. 
 
    “I fought with the last of the Resistance before you were born. I’ve marched through snow up to my waist and in mud almost as deep. I can walk just fine.” 
 
    Roskin was surprised and pleased by the sudden rush of emotion from the barkeep, but he dared not say as much aloud. 
 
    “You drive the wagon, your highness,” she added. 
 
    “Let’s find that horse,” Roskin said. “Or we’ll all be walking.” 
 
    The three left the mine and hiked around the hillside. Night was upon them, and Molgheon and Bordorn struggled to follow Roskin in the faint light, his vision in the dark being immensely superior. Several times one of them had to slow him for fear of losing the way, and when they reached the open pasture where Roskin had left the horse, he was the one who spotted it. He and Bordorn tiptoed down the slope to keep from startling the animal, which was lying in a stretch of lush grasses, but as they neared it, the horse actually rose and moved to Roskin. 
 
    “It likes you, Pepper Beard,” Bordorn said, walking closer to the horse. He reached out and patted the flank but quickly pulled his hand back. “But who knows why? Did you wipe down and brush this horse after running it so hard?” 
 
    Roskin shrugged. 
 
    “Kiredurks,” Bordorn muttered, grabbing the bridle. “Let’s clean you up, sweet lady.” 
 
    They climbed the slope back to Molgheon, and then returned to the mine’s entrance. At the opening, Molgheon relit her lantern and went to check on Red, and Bordorn found a cloth to clean the horse. As he rubbed away the layer of dirt and dried sweat, he explained the necessity of grooming. Roskin stood with his head bowed like a child who was being scolded but soaked up the information. He didn’t like the thought of intentionally hurting a beast through ignorance. While he liked to hunt and fish as much as anyone, he also tried to respect life, which was why the thought of the dead soldier nagged him. He had only meant to stun the man. Killing the orcs had been traumatic, but the hatred between dwarves and orcs was such he could dismiss that. Killing anything else that wasn’t meant for food was hard for him to handle. After years of dreaming of adventure, he couldn’t reconcile the feelings. 
 
    When the horse was clean, Bordorn tethered it to a metal hook in the mine’s wall. Then, he and Roskin unpacked two more sleeping bags and prepared camp. When Molgheon returned again, the three looked over Roskin’s map and agreed on a route back to the free lands. They would travel north across the rolling hills of Rugraknere, a small nation of Kiredurks who lived above ground. Most of the citizens were either the descendants of or themselves outcasts from the underground kingdom, but Roskin was sure he could pass through those lands unharmed because of his beard. When they reached the ogres’ lands, they would turn west, following a trade route, and go to the eastern outer gate of Roskin’s kingdom.  
 
    The next morning, Roskin and Bordorn pulled the wagon from its hiding place in the mine and loaded the supplies on one side of the bed. Then, they helped Red into the other side, where he curled up with his new bottle and fell back asleep. Bordorn re-hitched the horse and guided it out of the mine. True to her word, Molgheon walked behind the wagon, her short bow in her left hand and a quiver on her left hip. After slipping the whetstone inside his purse, Roskin moved the dagger and sheath to his right side and attached the sword to his belt with a thin leather strap on the left. Then, he looked around the mine one last time, checking for anything the group might have forgotten. When he was satisfied that nothing had been left, he strode after the horse and wagon that was moving northeast towards the road to Rugraknere. 
 
    It took two days to reach the road, which had been the trade route between Sturdeon and Grefdoughn but was abandoned after the conquest. When they did reach it, they realized that the going would be no faster on this road than cross-country, for most of the stone blocks had been quarried to build farmhouses or watch towers. The patches of stone that had been left were mostly cracked and uneven, and the wagon would never last if they tried to follow the path, so they stayed on the grass and rutted ground and moved slowly along the rolling foothills. For the most part, they traveled during the day and slept in shifts at night, and for the first few days they had fair weather and no company. Within a week, Red had recovered enough to walk for brief periods, and he spent most of his time either thanking Roskin for saving him or telling the others about the episode, which grew more elaborate with each telling. 
 
    After the week of nice weather, their luck gave out, and showers came and passed and came again for six days. The ground softened to slop, and while Red drove, Roskin, Molgheon, and Bordorn spent as much time pushing the wagon as walking. Their tempers and conversations became short, and all of them wanted nothing more than a dry bed and a change of clothes. Instead, they moved fewer than five miles a day, which worried Bordorn and Roskin, who both knew that by now someone had caught their track. In the dark hours, they discussed their fears and considered leaving the wagon, but both dwarves knew that Red would never make Rugraknere without the horse. 
 
    When the rain finally cleared, they were still a full day from the nearest village, and the ground was practically impassable for the wagon, but one bit of fortune did turn their way. The road itself became less and less quarried and was almost smooth enough to drive. Roskin scouted ahead and found that they were within half a mile of being able to use it, and their spirits rose. The dwarves doubled their efforts, and Red got down from the seat and led the horse by the bridle. In an hour, they reached the usable surface, but the dwarves were too exhausted to celebrate. They collapsed on the stones and rested, while Red prepared a lunch of leftover deer and seeds. The old man served them and cleared the mess, and within another hour they were ready to continue. As Roskin helped repack the cooking equipment, the dark fear suddenly flooded him, and he dropped a skillet, drew his sword, and called to the others. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Molgheon asked, readying her bow. 
 
    “Something’s coming.” He backed towards the wagon. 
 
    “Humans,” Bordorn said, drawing his short sword. “I just smelled them.” 
 
    Red climbed into the seat and reached for the reins, but Molgheon, who was too far from the wagon to leap, called for him to wait. A dozen soldiers broke across the hill and flared out as they approached the wagon at a trot. When they were within ten feet, they halted and readied their swords in high guard stances. The captain stepped closer and pointed at Roskin. 
 
    “Give us this one, and you’ll only face hard labor, not our blades.” 
 
    “Shove it,” Molgheon said before spitting at his feet. 
 
    “Pity, barkeep. We always liked you.” 
 
    “Just take me,” Red said, turning in the seat to face the soldiers. 
 
    “Don’t worry, General,” the captain replied. “You’re going back.” 
 
    “General?” Roskin said, glancing over his shoulder at Red. 
 
    “Come on down, so you don’t get hurt while we slice these mules.” 
 
    “I can’t do that,” Red replied. “They’re my friends.” 
 
    “For pity’s sake, Crushaw, at least act like a man.” 
 
    “Crushaw?” Roskin repeated, looking back at the captain. 
 
    “Last chance, old…” 
 
    The captain never finished the sentence, for Molgheon shot him through the throat. He flailed for the arrow for a moment, and then slumped to the ground. Roskin and Bordorn charged the stunned soldiers on either side of him and hacked their unguarded legs from beneath them. Molgheon dove behind a wheel and fired another arrow, which struck the nearest soldier in the forehead just below his helmet. The remaining eight gathered their wits and attacked. The three near Molgheon charged her, but she rolled beneath the wagon and came out the other side. Roskin ran a few yards away from the melee, and then turned to meet the rush of two soldiers. He parried the first’s stroke and dove away from the second’s. Bordorn stood his ground against the remaining three and killed the closest one with a quick thrust to the man’s abdomen just below his coat of plates and through his mail. The other two were not so slow, and one brought his sword down across Bordorn’s right arm, partially cleaving it. The other stabbed him in the left shoulder, and the dwarf collapsed. 
 
    Molgheon shot another soldier as he rounded the wagon’s rear, and she turned to face the other two coming from the front. One was almost on her, but she pulled a dagger and stabbed him in the gut. The other never reached her because Red caught him around the throat with the reins and strangled him. Down the hill, Roskin was dodging thrusts and cutting blows, but his legs were growing tired, and he knew he didn’t have much time left. He caught one across the arm with a quick draw, and that soldier dropped his sword and grasped for his arm as he fell to his knees. The other three kept coming, trying to encircle him, but the dwarf managed to stay just beyond their reach. 
 
    Molgheon shot one in the back, and as he fell, the other two paused long enough for Roskin to attack. He thrust one in the thigh and retreated as the other swung wildly at him. The soldier didn’t get a second swipe because an arrow struck between his shoulder blades and he died quickly. Roskin finished off the two he had wounded but then saw Bordorn on the ground with Molgheon kneeling over. He rushed to his friend who barely clung to life. 
 
    “We have to stop this bleeding,” Molgheon said calmly. “Give me your belt.” 
 
    She tied a tourniquet around his elbow, cinching as hard as she could, and on his shoulder she pressed her hand tightly. After laying his sword across his friend’s waist, Roskin lifted Bordorn from the bloody ground and carried him towards the wagon, with Molgheon trying to keep pressure on the shoulder. As they neared the wagon where Red was ready to snap the reins, an arrow whistled over their heads. 
 
    “Archers,” Molgheon hissed. “Move it.” 
 
    As Roskin hoisted Bordorn onto the bed, a blinding pain ripped through his back, and he fell forward against the wood. He tried to crawl in beside his friend, but the pain burst again in his shoulder, knocking him to his knees. The wagon’s bed slipped from his fingers, and the soggy ground smacked him on the chin. He tried to stand, but his body was frozen from the two molten embers, and Roskin passed out from the pain.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Into the Land of the Outcasts 
 
      
 
    Roskin awoke in a soft bed with the scent of powder all around him; his dreams had been strange and much too long – mice gnawing on his back and shoulder and a sprite from the deep washing his beard. It was dark in his room, that familiar black darkness of the underground, and he was glad to be home. He wanted to get out of bed, but his limbs were heavy and stiff from sleep, so he lay still and listened to the darkness. Across the room, labored breathing ground in and out, in and out. It was strange for someone to be sleeping in his room, and he was curious to learn who it was. 
 
    He tried to sit up, but a sharp tightness in his back and shoulder froze him, so instead he turned his head in that direction. As he stared across the room, his grogginess lessened, and he realized that the darkness was not that of underground but of thick blankets covering the room’s windows. He could just make out a faint iridescence where blanket and sill were not flush. The realization broke his heart, for he understood that he wasn’t in his bedroom in the safety of Dorkhun, and his stepmother and siblings weren’t down the hall waiting to have breakfast with him. Even worse, he had no idea where he was or how he got there. 
 
    He remembered the scuffle with the guards of the southern gate and the fight with the orcs. Torkdohn, the tavern, Molgheon, and Grussard all came back slowly. The blacksmith was dead because of him. He remembered Red and the bridge, how they barely escaped capture, and the wagon in the mud, how they struggled to push it to the road. Then, there was a fight, and he had killed several men. No, only two or three. Molgheon and Bordorn had killed the rest, but Bordorn had fallen and was bloody all over. He had wanted to get Bordorn to safety, but then his memory became a blur of images that wouldn’t quite connect. There were a voice shouting and a lot of bouncing. Then, he was drifting through his kingdom, mapping it all again. At some point, a beautiful woman was bathing him and pouring liquid in his mouth, and he wanted to marry her. Maybe that was the story his father used to tell about his elfish mother. He didn’t know. 
 
    He tried to call out, wanting anyone to come to him and tell him if Bordorn was alive or if Red and Molgheon had escaped, but his mouth and throat were too dry. He could summon only a whisper. He moved his right arm above his head and felt along the mattress’s edge for something to bang, but the wall was stone, and he couldn’t reach the bed’s rail. He reached out from the bed and felt a small stand beside it, so he grabbed an edge and pushed as hard as he could. The stand rocked just enough to send something clattering to the floor. A moment later, footsteps neared the door, and suddenly light flooded the room, causing him to shut his eyes and roll his head away. 
 
    “He’s awake,” a female voice said. 
 
    “Water,” he said, hardly more than a murmur. 
 
    “Fetch him a drink,” a male voice said. Roskin didn’t recognize either one. 
 
    “Can you see?” the male dwarf asked, picking up the metal pan that had fallen from the stand. 
 
    “Too bright,” Roskin answered. 
 
    “Good. That’s good. You are very lucky, young Tredjard. Those arrows almost took you.” 
 
    “Arrows?” 
 
    “You were shot. Twice.” 
 
    The other dwarf returned with a wooden cup of water and held it to his lips. His pupils had adjusted to the light, and he could see her face, but she was not the woman in his dreams. He held the water in his mouth and swallowed slowly, letting only small sips down his throat. 
 
    “You’ve been here for two weeks, barely awake at all till now.” 
 
    “Where are the others?” 
 
    “Molgheon and Red are downstairs,” the female said. “Bordorn is in that bed, sleeping like you.” 
 
    “He’s alive?” 
 
    “Barely,” the male replied. “We’ll see.” 
 
    “I’ll get the others,” the female said. 
 
    She left the room, and the other dwarf sat in a chair. Roskin stared at the ceiling. Grussard was already dead, Molgheon was a refugee, and Bordorn was nearly dead all because he wanted to steal a statue. He didn’t even need the riches it would bring. The thrill and glory were all he wanted, and shame filled him. But even as he cried softly, he remembered the story of the Brotherhood and couldn’t let go of the need to have it. The others would be there soon, so he wiped his eyes with his right hand and tried to compose himself. 
 
    Molgheon entered the room first but did not smile when she saw him. In fact, Roskin had never seen her smile. She always held that look of stern concentration. He held out his hand, but she did not take it. Instead, she moved a stool beside the bed and sat. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he whispered. 
 
    “Just rest,” she said. “Save your strength.” 
 
    “Young master,” Red said, kneeling at the foot of the bed. His beard and hair had been washed and trimmed, and he wore a new set of clothes. “Thank all that’s good.” 
 
    “That soldier called you Crushaw,” Roskin said, remembering. 
 
    “Crushaw is gone. I am Red.” 
 
    “You said ‘Just take me.’ You...” 
 
    “Let it go, Roskin,” Molgheon said sharply. 
 
    Roskin looked at her, and her eyes burned with anger. He apologized to Red, but in his heart he knew the old man was lying. He had found Evil Blade, and a resurgence of conviction seized him. Grussard shouldn’t die in vain, he reasoned, not with the one who could show him the fortress there at hand. 
 
    Much as he had told and retold the story of Roskin on the bridge, Red launched into an explanation of the second wave of soldiers. When Roskin was struck by the arrows and slumped to the ground, Red had almost left him, believing the dwarf already dead, but Molgheon ordered him to remain because she refused to leave anyone behind for the humans to defile, dead or alive. Then, she pretended to surrender by lying in the bed and making Red raise his arms above his head. As the seven archers marched up the hill, she took a bottle from Red’s stash and stuffed a piece of dry cloth in the neck, letting the whiskey soak the cotton. When the soldiers were within range, she lit the cloth with her flint and steel, still lying face down in the bed and using Bordorn’s body as a shield. One of the archers called for her to stand and turn slowly, and she did stand but spun quickly and tossed the bottle into the middle of them. It shattered on a rock, and the whiskey-fire sprayed the soldiers. She grabbed Roskin’s sword and finished them off as they scrambled to put out the flames that had ignited the cotton padding beneath their mail. 
 
    Red helped get Roskin in the wagon, and they raced to the nearest village, which was a logging camp on the border of the conquered lands and Rugraknere. The loggers sent for their healers, who often had to deal with accidents from saws and axes, and somehow, the two dwarves were saved. Bordorn had not yet regained consciousness, but he was stable and had a good chance to make it. 
 
    “You’ll be sore for awhile,” said the male healer, who Molgheon introduced as Beshnic. He was somewhat older than Roskin, and a round belly bulged over his belt, and his fingers were thick and stubby. “But I don’t think you’ll be disabled. You were terribly lucky.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Red added. 
 
    Molgheon made the two stop talking and told Roskin that he needed nourishment. Since it was a couple of hours after dinner and several before supper, she sent Beshnic to find leftovers and asked Red to help him. When they were gone, she unrolled a corner of the blanket to let in light and shut the door. 
 
    “Why were you in Murkdolm?” she asked. 
 
    “I was passing through.” 
 
    “Is that so? And that’s why you were looking for the general?” 
 
    “I wasn’t.” 
 
    “Red told me, poor thing, why you paid him.” 
 
    “I was just curious,” he said, sure that the statue would not appease her. 
 
    “If you ever again accuse that old man of being that monster, I’ll rip out your tongue myself. I’ve known him for ten years, and in all that time, he never caused as much trouble for me or my friends as you caused in two days. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Molgheon, please. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.” 
 
    “No one ever does.” 
 
    “Where is your husband?” Roskin asked, hoping to end that conversation. 
 
    “Dead.” 
 
    “When? How? I want to know about you.” 
 
    “It’s none of your business. I’m only here because they were coming to hang me beside Grussard. We’re not friends.” 
 
    With that, she left the room, and Roskin stared after her, torn between shame and anger. He knew she was right about the trouble, but he also knew that Red was not a helpless old man. Things hadn’t gone the way he had hoped, but he would make them right, and she would see. 
 
    It took two days for him to get out of bed, and when he finally did, his back and shoulder were so sore that he had to walk gingerly. For the first week, he couldn’t go more than a few feet without succumbing to the pain, but each day he made it a little further, and by the end of the second week, he could almost circle the town at a regular pace. During that time, Bordorn woke from the long sleep, but he was in a pitiful condition. His right arm was amputated just below the elbow, and he had lost so much blood that he was pale and weak, scarcely able to speak. While Red spent most of his time at the tavern, Molgheon stayed with Bordorn each day, helping the healers clean his wounds and keeping his spirits bright. 
 
    Roskin was moved from the original room, which was reserved only for patients in critical condition. The family of the female healer, who lived down the street from the infirmary, had taken him in and was helping him rehabilitate. Their house was modest, a one story brick building with a storm cellar that smelled of mold and stagnant water, and they were not very diligent housekeepers. A coating of dust covered all the furniture, and whenever anyone would sit or stand, a thin fog of particles would swirl around that person. In the mornings, Roskin would sneeze for ten minutes before getting out of bed, and his sinuses stayed inflamed and stuffy all day. Decades of clutter littered every room – books, letters, bric-a-brac, folk art, tools, and junk. The house was like a bizarre, unorganized museum, but the kitchen was simply a horror from years of poor cleaning. 
 
    Even so, Roskin grew to love the family. The patriarch, Dagreesh, was a logger who was at least as old as Red. His back was bent from all the years of hard labor, and his feet and ankles remained swollen and sore every day. Still, he was a cheerful man who rose each morning before sunrise to build a fire and prepare breakfast, and then he would take his axe and limp off to the logs. 
 
    The matriarch, Bokwhel, was a few years younger than Dagreesh, but her health was much worse than his because she was obese. Her knees and hips had worn out from the extra weight, and she would lie all day in bed and read and write letters or gossip with the neighbors who stopped in to see about her while Dagreesh was away. In her youth, she had been a healer, and even the youngsters who had never known her as such referred to her as Shaman Bokey. 
 
    Their only child, the female healer named Jokhreno, stayed with the sick and injured for twelve to fourteen hours every day, and when she wasn’t working, she would stay in her room and sleep. Roskin rarely saw her around the house or in town. While she was their only natural child, Dagreesh and Bokwhel had adopted two boys from the infirmary. One worked as a cook in the tavern and was home even less than Jokhreno. The other suffered from a nervous stomach and couldn’t work much more than a few minutes around the house. Any more than that would make him sick for several days. 
 
    Dagreesh and Bokwhel were both descendants of outcasts. His grandfather had been a thief, and her mother had attacked a peace keeper without provocation, but neither was outwardly bitter towards the kingdom. In fact, Dagreesh often spoke of wanting to see the ancient cities before he died. While their customs were different from the underground, Roskin found himself glad to be around Kiredurks. He would sit for hours with Bokwhel and listen to stories from the town. She seemed to know everyone and had at least a dozen tales about each family. He also became friends with the sickly adopted son, who was called Jase but was fully named Jaesorkohn, and many nights they would end up at the tavern with a pitcher of ale and a crowd of workers who loved listening to Roskin’s tales. 
 
    On one such night, he was telling about killing the orcs, and the inebriated Kiredurks were riveted to every word. He told about the vanishing trails and the trap, and he carried them on with details about how badly the orcs stank and how their swords were as wide as him. Of course, he only had the dagger, but he was never scared because no orc was a match for any dwarf. The tired workers cheered loudly. Then, he told about killing each one, how he dueled with them one at a time, but after the third was beaten, several more jumped out from the trees. That was when Torkdohn arrived with the horse and wagon and rescued him. The workers clapped and yelled wildly, but Red, who had regressed back to his disheveled appearance, had been drinking for several hours, and the alcohol had made him mean that night. In this raspy voice, he called from across the room: 
 
    “Tell them about our adventure on the bridge, young master.” 
 
    “That is your tale,” Roskin said, not catching the sarcasm in Red’s voice. “I couldn’t steal it from you.” 
 
    “Then tell them about the ambush,” Red continued. Tell them how Bordorn fell so bravely.” 
 
    “Leave my friend out of this.” Roskin felt his temper growing. 
 
    “Tell them about Grussard. Tell them about his bravery, young master.” 
 
    “Maybe I should tell them about the general who was beaten by the ogres and banished to a remote outpost.” 
 
    “Beaten? Do you really think a pack of mindless ogres could outwit Crushaw?” 
 
    “That is how I heard it, from one who was there.” 
 
    “An ogre, no doubt. Let me tell you how the great general really lost his post.” 
 
    The other dwarves began jeering at the old man, but Roskin hushed them. He wanted to hear the story. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve heard that Crushaw was bloodthirsty, and that much is true. He loved to fight, to smell fear. He was an escaped slave, you know, and enlisted with the Great Empire to fight the orcs, but they sent him north, instead. He quickly rose through the ranks because he was so fearless. When he took command of the northern army, he was ordered to rid the world of the ogres. His first task was to build Black Rock because he needed a defensive position to start from. After the fortress was complete, he raided village after village for five years, and few survived his attacks. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve heard about the torture chambers, and that also is true. The general would capture leaders and torture them for information. Torture is not for the weak, young master. It takes an iron will to keep turning the wheel after bones crack or to peel back more flesh with a scream in your ear, but the general had his orders, and he was loyal. 
 
    “Then, on the way to a raid, his army was caught in a storm. Wind and hail battered them, and lightning struck many of his men. Crushaw was caught in the open with a tornado in the distance. He knew death was at hand, and he was scared. He rode as hard as he could for shelter, but the roar of the funnel grew closer and closer. For a moment, he saw his life in perfect clarity. Somehow, he reached a small cave before the tornado took him, and for several hours he waited out the storm alone, thinking about warfare and slavery and torture. When the storm cleared, he gathered his soldiers and marched to the village they were going to raze, but instead of attacking, he rode through town and told the ogres that he would never again attack their lands. Then, he marched his confused soldiers back to the fortress. 
 
    “When word reached Emperor Vassa, she was furious and wanted him beheaded on the steps of his fortress, but the other generals were loyal to him and bargained for his life. Instead of death, he was exiled to the west. That, young master, is how Crushaw lost his army. He simply lost his taste for blood. No stupid ogres ever beat him.” 
 
    With that, Red turned back to his drink, and the room was silent. Part of Roskin wanted to strangle the general who had slaughtered so many, but the other part, the one that had held him in the mine and had sung lullabies to sooth him, wanted to move beside the lonely man and listen to more. As Roskin sat in silence and thought about the story, the group of workers disbanded and staggered out the door in twos and threes, muttering about Roskin’s duel with the orcs. Only Roskin, Jase, and Red were left as customers, and Jase ordered another pitcher of ale. 
 
    “You sure are brave,” Jase said. “I’d wet my pants and run.” 
 
    “You’d be amazed what’s inside you when you need it,” Roskin returned, using a phrase his father had repeated many times. 
 
    “I’m too sick to be a warrior.” 
 
    Roskin nodded and took a sip of ale. 
 
    “Tell me about the bridge. What happened there?” 
 
    “Another night, Jase. I’m storied out.” 
 
    They finished the ale with Jase prattling about Roskin’s bravery. As Jase talked on and on, Red stood from his seat at the bar and staggered out the door, and Roskin stood and told Jase to follow him. The dwarves tailed the old man into an alley where he lay down behind a stack of crates. Roskin watched as the old man covered himself with a rotten blanket, and the dwarf shook his head in disgust. He needed to get the man clear-headed to help him find the statue. 
 
    “Think Bokey would mind another guest?” he asked Jase. 
 
    The sickly dwarf shrugged. 
 
    Roskin walked down the alley and told Red to get up. 
 
    “Leave me be,” Red snapped. 
 
    “Come on. I’ve got a bed for you.” 
 
    “You’ve no idea.” 
 
    “Come on.” 
 
    “You don’t know pain. You know nothing.” 
 
    Roskin reached down and took Red’s arm, but the old man held still. 
 
    “Nothing,” he yelled. 
 
    “Okay, Red. Just come with me.” 
 
    “I see their faces. They’re everywhere I go.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” 
 
    “I’ll never escape them.” 
 
    Finally, Roskin coaxed the old man up, and he and Jase helped him back to the house. They put him in Roskin’s bed, and he was asleep shortly. The dwarf slept on the floor that night, and the next morning he explained to Bokwhel that Red was his responsibility because of what had happened at Murkdolm. She agreed to let the old man stay as long as needed, but since he was human, he would have to earn his keep. When Red awoke, Roskin told him of the deal and asked him to accept the arrangement. Red had forgotten his anger of the night before and offered to cook for the family. Upon hearing the offer, Bokwhel nodded and told him to start with that day’s lunch. 
 
    Each day, Roskin would exercise to speed his healing, and Red would cook stews and cornbread, which were about all he knew, and clean the kitchen. The work seemed to do him good, for he didn’t drink quite as much, and he began to start grooming himself regularly. Each afternoon they would check on Bordorn, who was healing slowly, and each night, they would go to the tavern with Jase and drink with the workers. Roskin was mostly healed and had regained nearly full motion in his shoulders, but Bokwhel told him every day not to rush it. Those wounds were deep and needed time, she would say. 
 
    After a week, Roskin started practicing with his sword to stretch his shoulders and back, and when Red saw him in the backyard, the old man went outside to watch. The dwarf was uncomfortable with someone watching him, but he continued his exercises, fighting an imaginary foe with the few moves he could remember. 
 
    “You have a lot of natural skill,” Red said. “But you need better technique. You look like you’re slinging an axe.” 
 
    “I’m better with an axe,” Roskin huffed. 
 
    “A swordsman who relies on skill alone will die very young.” 
 
    Red corrected the flaws in Roskin’s stance and showed him a few basic cuts and draws. For the next three weeks, they worked for at least an hour a day on different moves, but Bokwhel didn’t like them having weapons in the house and would fuss about the wasted time. To keep her from knowing, they would wait until a neighbor stopped in to check on her and sneak out through the storm cellar. They also had to bribe Jase, who didn’t like anyone to disobey Nanna Bokey, but he would keep quiet as long as Roskin would pay for the nightly ale. 
 
    During those three weeks, Roskin felt that his wounds were completely healed, and he often thought about leaving to get the statue, but whenever he mentioned departing to Bokwhel or Jase, they would warn him that he was still mending. If he were to travel in that condition, he would surely get an infection, they would warn. Even though he felt fine, Roskin listened to Shaman Bokey because she had been a healer, but he began to suspect that Jase was not as sickly as he let on. For someone with a bad stomach, Jase could hold a lot of ale and stew. The only times his stomach seemed to bother him were when someone mentioned work, but the one time he had mentioned this observation to Bokwhel, she had become defensive of her adopted son, so he didn’t bring it up again. 
 
    In his time there, Roskin didn’t get to know Dagreesh very well. The old dwarf worked nearly every day, and when he came home in the evenings, he usually fell asleep just after eating supper. Roskin wanted to do something for him, to somehow make his life easier, but the money was growing thin. He simply didn’t have enough on him to help out more than a day or two, so he tried to do little things, like repairing loose shingles or clearing rubbish from the yard. The old dwarf seemed to appreciate the effort, but Roskin still felt guilty about not being able to do more for him. 
 
    One day, as Roskin and Red were sneaking out the storm cellar’s outer door to practice, they heard a human voice calling from the town square. They stayed put and listened as the man explained that he was from the Great Empire and was hunting the cowardly murderers of one their soldiers. The Great Empire was offering a reward for their capture, and any dwarf who helped catch them would be regarded favorably, but any dwarf caught assisting the fugitives would be considered an enemy. Roskin closed the outer doors and turned to Red who was partially down the stairs.  
 
    “Get our stuff together from upstairs. I’m going to find Molgheon and Bordorn.” 
 
    Red nodded and went back inside the house. Roskin ran to the infirmary and sneaked in a side door. He found Bordorn and Molgheon in an exercise room, where she was helping him walk slowly around the room. His color was still poor, but he could make two or three laps around the room, and his severed arm hadn’t gotten infected. 
 
    “Did you hear him?” Roskin asked. 
 
    “Who, Pepper Beard?” Bordorn said. 
 
    “The human in the square. They’re looking for us.” 
 
    “Great,” Molgheon said, helping Bordorn sit in his wheelchair. “How many?” 
 
    Roskin shrugged. 
 
    “You three leave. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I can’t just leave you,” Roskin said. “We all go or we all stay.” 
 
    “They’re just looking for you and the old man,” Beshnic said, entering the room. “They’ve put up posters all around town.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” Roskin asked. 
 
    “That’s what the poster says, a Tredjard and a man.” 
 
    “Will you be safe here?” Roskin asked Molgheon. 
 
    “We’ll have to be, won’t we?” 
 
    “Hurry, Pepper Beard. Don’t get cornered here. Someone’s bound to turn you in.” 
 
    Roskin knelt beside the wheelchair and took Bordorn’s left hand. 
 
    “I didn’t want you to get hurt.” 
 
    “Don’t get soft on me,” Bordorn scoffed. “I could’ve stayed home, but I had a duty to fulfill.” 
 
    “Your family’s obligation has been repaid,” Roskin said. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Molgheon asked. “Duty and obligation, my foot. We got ambushed.” 
 
    “Roskin’s family helped mine,” Bordorn said. “When we had to flee Sturdeon and the conquered lands.” 
 
    “Bordorn is the great-great nephew of King Logruhk the Vanished,” Roskin said. 
 
    Molgheon and Beshnic both gasped and bowed, but Bordorn, blushing, told them to stand. 
 
    “I’m not your lord,” he said. “I’m a farmhand in the Snivegohn Valley. Thanks, Roskin, son of Kraganere.” 
 
    The other two showed no reaction. 
 
    “For my part,” Roskin said with a grin. “You are my captain.” 
 
    “Get going, Pepper Beard, before I turn you in.” 
 
    Roskin hugged his friend and shook hands with the others. Then, he scampered back to the house where in the back bedroom Red had gathered most of their equipment. He had Roskin’s backpack already finished but didn’t have anything to use for the rest. Roskin stared down at the hunting traps, cookware, and supplies trying to think of something to use as a pack. 
 
    “What are you two doing?” Bokwhel called from her bed. 
 
    Roskin went to her room and stood in the doorway. 
 
    “We have to go,” he said. 
 
    “What do you mean? You can’t just leave us. You’re wounded. He’s sick.” 
 
    “I think I’m better. Anyway, we have to go.” 
 
    “You ungrateful mule” Jase said from behind. Roskin turned to face the lazy dwarf. 
 
    “This is none of your business,” he said with a voice like stone. 
 
    “Don’t talk to my son that way. You are acting ungrateful. We’ve fed you and helped you heal and taken in that drunk thing.” 
 
    “Ma’am, I don’t mean to leave like this, but we’re in trouble.” 
 
    “Nanna, they’re murderers and thieves.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Roskin said to her. Then he turned to Jase. “Why don’t you hush?” 
 
    “There’s a reward for them, Nanna.” 
 
    “Go fetch those humans,” Roskin said, poking Jase’s chest. “Bring them here to arrest me, if your beard is thick enough.” 
 
    “I will, you sorry mule.” Jase turned and hurried from the house. 
 
    “I appreciate all you’ve done,” Roskin said, turning back to her. “But we’ve got to go.” 
 
    “Then leave, but hear me well. You’re still wounded, and he’s a sick old man. Out there, you won’t last long.” 
 
    Roskin turned and went back to the other room. He was hurt and offended by the old dwarf’s tone, and he wanted to slap Jase across the mouth, but he didn’t have time to deal with them. He stripped a sheet from the bed, and a cloud of dust rose and swirled around them. He threw the equipment into the middle of the sheet and tied the four corners into a knot, explaining that they could just throw the sheet into the wagon. Red slung the makeshift pack across his back and groaned as he adjusted to the weight. Roskin shouldered his pack and carried the sword in his left hand. The dwarf and man slipped out of the house and slunk along an alley until they reached the livery. 
 
    Inside, they got the stable master to hitch the horse and wagon, and Roskin paid him for the month’s service, using his next to last Kiredurkian coins. They loaded their gear into the bed, which was stained from blood, and rode out the back exit as the human soldiers arrived with Jase at Bokwhel’s house. No one noticed the wagon as they rode along the edge of town and into the rolling hills, but the soldiers had already mounted their horses and were riding north. Roskin and Red stayed on the bare ground and rode east for a couple of miles but turned north and began working back towards the road. The spring afternoon turned windy and chilly as they moved deeper into Rugraknere with two platoons of soldiers not far behind.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    A Busy Day 
 
      
 
    The exiled Kiredurks who maintained the stone road that had once been the trade route from Sturdeon to Grefdoughn labored diligently to keep the path smooth. They believed that one day the trade route would reopen, and when that day came, their dedication would prove profitable. After eighty-five years, some had begun to wonder. Their skill was without question, however, because the wagon hardly jostled or shook as Roskin and Red rode north towards the next town. Up to that point, Roskin had hated riding because of how much he bounced and vibrated over the rough land, but on the road, he enjoyed not having to walk. 
 
    They were well beyond the farms of the logging village and still many miles from the next town. A thick forest of oak and chestnut grew on either side of the road, and dense underbrush made passage into the forest nearly impossible. The forests Roskin had seen to this point had been in the highlands and comprised of cold weather conifers, so he had never seen anything like these trees, many of which stood more than a hundred feet tall. The dwarf let Red take the reins and spent his time looking around at the newly formed tree buds and the brightly colored flowers in the undergrowth. Much like he had been smitten by the green meadow of the valley, Roskin was trammeled by the forest’s brilliance. 
 
    But his enjoyment was short-lived, for an image of soldiers riding behind them appeared in his mind. He looked around, but the road was clear. Nonetheless, he could feel the dark fear rising, so he pulled his sword from the back and nudged Red. 
 
    “Soldiers are coming.” 
 
    “I wish I had a taste.” 
 
    “Take my dagger.” 
 
    Red’s hand was much too big for the dwarven blade, but he held it anyway, hoping the need to use it would never arrive. Roskin climbed into the bed and rearranged the gear to give himself a clear place to stand, and then he waited for the soldiers to come into view. The mounted platoons topped a hill and were trotting quickly. As they neared the wagon, the riders kicked their horses into a gallop and closed the last few yards. 
 
    They broke into two lines and galloped to either side of the wagon. To Roskin’s right, the first soldier drew his long sword and swung at the dwarf, and Roskin had to duck the blow. To his left, the closest soldier dove into the bed and landed just in front of him, and Roskin, still hunkered down from ducking, punched the soldier in the face. The soldier tried to scramble to his feet, but the dwarf pushed him out of the bed while he was still unsteady. The one to the right swung again, aiming downward this time, but the dwarf saw the blow coming and side-stepped it. He countered with a draw across the soldier’s forearm, and the soldier dropped his sword and stopped giving chase. 
 
    Back to the left, another soldier had come alongside the wagon and tried to stab the dwarf in the back. Roskin sensed the attack and turned to block it. To the right, two more riders were beside the wagon. One had moved to the front and was trying to stab Red, and the other jumped into the bed and struck the dwarf with a forearm to the head. Roskin rolled with the blow to lessen its effect and brought the sword across into the man’s hip. Then, he used leverage to flip the man over the left side, where he knocked the other soldier from his horse. 
 
    Up front, Red was ducking and dodging clumsy swipes from that horseman. When he saw a clear shot, Red threw the dagger and hit the man in the ribs, but just as soon as that one fell another took his place. Roskin saw the peril and picked up the sword one of the humans had dropped. He leaned over the seat and laid it between Red and the soldier, and Red picked it up with his left hand and parried the first blow. 
 
    As Roskin did that, two more soldiers jumped into the bed, and when the dwarf turned back, he was punched in the jaw by one. The other swung his sword diagonally, but as the punch knocked Roskin backwards, the sword missed its mark and lodged in the wood. Roskin recovered from the blow and thrust the swordsman in the stomach and then withdrew the blade and cut horizontally at the other’s throat. The man leaned back from the blow but lost his balance and fell from the wagon. Roskin shoved the dying swordsman out of the bed and turned in time to see Red stab the horseman in the shoulder, which caused him to tumble from his horse. 
 
    The final four riders pulled up their reins and stopped chasing. Filled with rage and adrenaline, Roskin shouted guttural noises and motioned for them to come on, but the riders dismounted and began tending to their wounded and dying. Red let their horse slow back to a steady working canter, and they continued down the road. 
 
    “The Great Empire has gotten sloppy,” Red said after Roskin had climbed back up front. “In my day, you and I’d already be dead. These soldiers are a pitiful lot.” 
 
    “Maybe we’ve seen the last of them for awhile.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Does it seem strange to you?” Roskin asked, cleaning his blade. 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “That they’ve sent so many to catch two.” 
 
    “Young master, you have much to learn,” Red said, laughing. “That empire will try to catch you, no matter how many men they lose doing so.” 
 
    “That’s madness.” 
 
    “That’s their military, but like I said, we were much more cunning and skilled in my day.” 
 
    According to Roskin’s map, which had very little detail about Rugraknere, the next town could be reached by late evening, so they only stopped for a few minutes to rest the horse and eat a bite themselves. Low, gray clouds were gathering to the west, and the wind blew continually and made them shiver. The deciduous trees gave way to black spruce, and the thick underbrush had all but disappeared. They traveled slowly but steadily all day, and as twilight neared, the forest gave way to lands cleared for fields and pastures. By dark, they had reached the outskirts of Kukhmorghan, a town that had very little industry or commerce since the trade route had ended. Ambitious dwarves had long since moved away, and the inhabitants who remained mostly fell into one of two categories: the shiftless and outcasts not wanting to be found. Little of that mattered to Roskin and Red, for the cold wind had chilled them deeply, and they both wanted a fire and a little whiskey to warm by. 
 
    Most of the buildings of Kukhmorghan were more than a hundred years old, but the masons hadn’t been as skilled as those of Murkdolm. Many structures had crumbling blocks or failing mortar, and rubbish and junk were piled against walls or strewn about the ground. While an entire section of Murkdolm had been abandoned, those buildings still held an impression of nobility, but the whole of Kukhmorghan had a veneer of grunge and poverty that had never known glory. 
 
    They found the tavern, and the noises from inside were rowdy and churlish. Red tethered the horse, and Roskin fixed his sword to his belt and kept his left hand on the pommel. While the dark fear hadn’t flared up, it had risen enough to make him wary. Inside, various card games were being played around the room. At tables without games, dwarves carried on loud conversations and boorish laughter. Along the bar, several dwarves who were stained head to foot from mine dust were quietly drinking hard liquor. Roskin and Red found an empty table in the corner. 
 
    A female dwarf with unkempt hair and leathery skin took their order. As Roskin tried to figure out what they could afford, she tapped her fingers on her forearm and explained the choices. Finally, he decided on a bottle of cheap whiskey and gave her his last silver coin. She returned with the bottle, two glasses, and several copper coins for change. Roskin thanked her and poured their drinks. 
 
    “You talk strange. Where you from?” 
 
    “Murkdolm,” Roskin answered. “We’re heading to Dorkhun on business.” 
 
    “Ain’t been to either. No use for foreigners.” She turned and went to check on another table. 
 
    “Maybe we should take our bottle and leave,” Red said. 
 
    “Let’s get warm. Then, we’ll find an inn or something.” 
 
    Across the room a scuffle broke out at one of the card games, and a pair of dwarves took the fight outside. A few others followed them, and most of the games were put on hold while the players crowded at the windows to watch. As the two punched and gouged each other, the spectators whistled and cheered, but the miners at the bar never turned from their drinks. When one dwarf had whipped the other, both came back inside splattered with blood and coated in dust. The crowd cheered them crudely. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Red said, standing. 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    They made it outside, but three of the dwarves who had gone outside to watch the fight were in the bed of the wagon, going through the packs. 
 
    “May I help you, gentlemen?” Roskin called. 
 
    “What kind of sissy dwarf are you?” one asked. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You talk like a sissy. Are you dumb, too?” 
 
    “I apologize.” 
 
    One of the others jostled the speaker and motioned to Roskin’s sword. 
 
    “You a soldier?” The young dwarf had lost some of his cockiness. 
 
    “We’re just traveling through,” Roskin said, fingering the grip. 
 
    The other two dropped what they had picked up and jumped from the wagon. They disappeared down the street as the other stood still. 
 
    “You gonna kill me?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Roskin said, moving closer to the bed. 
 
    “No he’s not,” Red said. “Just put down the stuff.” 
 
    The thief dropped a hunting trap and started to leap from the bed, but Roskin reached up and grabbed his leg, which tripped him. He landed with a thud, and Roskin jumped in beside him and pinned him to the wood. 
 
    “What’s going on here,” a dwarf said from the tavern’s door. 
 
    “This one was robbing us,” Red said. “Two others got away.” 
 
    Several dwarves came outside and formed a semi-circle around the wagon. Roskin stood and pulled the dwarf to his feet. 
 
    “We just want to find the inn,” Red said. “No harm done.” 
 
    “Shut up, human. Did you steal from these two?” 
 
    “I wasn’t stealing nothing.” 
 
    Several more had come outside, and Red moved to the leather strap that tethered the horse. The crowd moved closer to the wagon. 
 
    “I don’t want to fight my own kind,” Roskin said, letting go of the dwarf and then drawing his sword. “But I’ll kill the first one that takes another step.” 
 
    “Calm down, black beard. None of us is armed.” 
 
    Red undid the strap and scratched the horse’s muzzle. Roskin told the young dwarf to get out of the wagon, and the thief jumped out and ran off in the same direction as his friends. 
 
    “We’re leaving,” Roskin said. “You folks just back away.” 
 
    Several in the crowd stepped back, and some went back inside, but a handful stood their ground. Red had moved to the side with the handbrake and released it, and then he began rolling the wagon backwards. The horse stepped with the motion. 
 
    “Must be a thin beard,” a stocky dwarf said. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Roskin returned. 
 
    “Gotta hide behind that sword. You must not have much of a beard.” 
 
    Among Kiredurks, no insult was sharper, and while Roskin knew that he and Red were almost away and that once they got the horse moving they would be safe, he couldn’t ignore it. He dropped the sword in the bed and jumped over the rail. 
 
    “You think your beard is thicker?” he asked. 
 
    “Let’s find out,” the stocky one said. His blond beard was streaked from ale, and his plump cheeks were bright red. 
 
    Roskin let his opponent attack and blocked the first two punches, getting his timing down, but when the dwarf threw the third punch, a lazy hook that arced too wide, he ducked under the blow and smashed the dwarf’s chin with a thunderous uppercut. The dwarf was unconscious before he hit the ground. Roskin motioned to the crowd and called for the next brave one. A skinny dwarf with bad teeth and sunken eyes stepped forward. Roskin jabbed him with three quick bursts from the left hand and then laid him out with an overhand right. He called for another. 
 
    No one in the crowd stepped forward, and Red, who had gotten the wagon backed into the street, yelled for Roskin to get in. The enraged dwarf ignored him and taunted the crowd, many of whom were heading inside. The ones who remained were trying to get the fallen two to their feet. Roskin continued his diatribe, using every Kiredurkian insult he could think of, but the dwarves wouldn’t take the bait. Red called again, and Roskin finally got in the wagon. Red snapped the reins, and they moved away from the tavern. 
 
    As they traveled through town, Red took long draws from the bottle and didn’t offer any to his companion. Roskin tended to a scrape on his knuckle, using Torkdohn’s salve, and didn’t ask for the whiskey. They rode out of town for a couple of miles, and when Red stopped the horse, they were at least a mile from any farmhouses. After locking the brake, Red took one last drink and corked the bottle. 
 
    “Do you know how stupid that was?” he asked, turning to Roskin. His voice rang strong and deep in the cold air. 
 
    “They were no match for me.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “We’re safe. We got out of there.” 
 
    “This is not the schoolyard. You are a wanted man in a foreign land. Those dwarves won’t be any help to us now. Stupid, stupid.” 
 
    “You’re not a dwarf. You don’t understand our ways.” 
 
    “I know that you let a childish insult draw you into an unnecessary fight. Are you a warrior or a barroom brawler?” 
 
    “Maybe I’m both.” 
 
    “You can’t be both. When brawlers fight, it’s for fun, to settle a stupid quarrel, and they only want to knock their opponent silly. Warriors fight only when they have to, and they intend to kill.” 
 
    Roskin didn’t say anything back to the old man. Instead, he climbed into the bed and arranged their gear to set up the campsite. He was angry at Red and flung the gear around the bed, muttering to himself. He stuffed equipment into his backpack and piled what wasn’t needed for the night back on the sheet, which he retied into the makeshift pack. Red had unhitched the horse to let it graze and was gathering wood for a fire. 
 
    They ate a very late supper in silence, and Red fell asleep as soon as he finished eating, but Roskin stayed awake and stared into the dying fire, sharpening his sword. Deep inside, he knew Red was right about making a choice, but at that moment, he was still too angry to think clearly. He was angry at the humans for chasing them, at the drunken renegades for picking a fight, at Red for calling him stupid, and at himself for feeling confused. His plans had fallen apart, and he had no idea how to convince Red that they should turn east and head to the fortress. 
 
    From being chased, they had gone much farther north than Roskin wanted, and they were at least three weeks from the treasure. If they went north for much longer, they would leave Rugraknere and enter ogre lands, which would make Roskin safe but endanger Red. If they turned west, they could go to his kingdom and regroup, but that would cost him at least a month. If they turned east, he had no idea what might happen. The plains between Rugraknere and the Great Empire had not been mapped since the conquest, and Roskin didn’t know if the humans had begun settling those lands or not. 
 
    As he pondered the situation, Red began tossing and turning in his sleep. He muttered something about orcs and sugar cane, and Roskin watched him for a few minutes. At times, the old man called out in a fearful tone, but at others, his voice was fierce and commanding. Roskin’s anger faded as he watched the old man’s nightmare unfold. Red or Crushaw or Evil Blade was no longer the ferocious general who marched against the ogres and showed no quarter. He had become a shell of that person, needing handouts to eat and alcohol to stave off his memories. Roskin couldn’t name what he felt for the old man. On the bridge and during the shakes it had been pity. Since learning who the man really was, it had been a mixture of admiration for the military brilliance and disgust for the ruthlessness, but as he watched the old man sleep, he felt something new – understanding he might have called it, but that didn’t seem quite right. 
 
    As he puzzled over these things, he became aware of a noise to the south, a low murmur that came from the direction of town. He peered in that direction, but even in the dark, his eyesight was poor beyond a hundred yards. Instinctively, he closed his eyes and focused on the sound, trying to connect a thought to what he heard, but instead, an image of dozens of Kiredurks armed with broken bottles, sticks, and tools amassed in his head. They slogged towards Roskin and Red with drunken determination, calling to each other with declarations of bravado and spurs of rage. Roskin opened his eyes and called to Red. 
 
    The sleeping man rolled away from Roskin’s voice and pulled his wool blanket tighter to him, but the dwarf moved closer and shook him. Red bolted awake and scrambled a few feet away, before realizing who it was. As the man tried to collect himself, Roskin explained about the mob, motioning towards the noise that had grown considerably. Red told the dwarf to load the wagon and went to get the horse. 
 
    They were ready to travel in a couple of minutes and were back on the road well before the mob reached their abandoned campsite, but Roskin and Red were completely exhausted and the ride was miserable. The clouds from the west that had been gathering all day began raining thick, cold drops that soaked them within seconds. They shivered against the rain and bitter air yet kept moving away from the mob. An hour later, they found shelter beneath a decrepit watchtower, and without unhitching the horse or building a fire, they covered up as well as their meager sleeping bags and blankets would let them and fell into restless and fitful sleep. At last, the long day came to an end.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    As a Willing Proxy 
 
      
 
    Roskin awoke to the sensation of rising from the ground rapidly. A pair of enormous, ogre hands gripped his arms and torso, and he was gagged by another before he could cry out. Then, his arms were bound behind his back, and he was shoved to his knees in the mud. Steady rain still fell, and he was soon shivering where he knelt. To his right, the dull thump of heavy fists against skin and bone thudded with a sickening rhythm. Whenever he would try to turn his head in that direction, one ogre would slap his face, and the other would grip his neck and jerk his head forward. A third warned him to stay still or he would get the same. For several long, agonizing moments, he listened to the beating and sobbed from the feeling of impotence. 
 
    When the sounds finally stopped, the one that had been hitting Red stepped in front of Roskin and lifted him to his feet by the beard. The ogre stood well over ten feet tall, and his pale skin was thick with folds of blubber. His gnarled hands were flecked with scars, and he wore a coat of furs draped over his back. He held Roskin’s beard firmly and told the dwarf that any effort to escape would be dealt with swiftly and finally. The dwarf nodded as much as the grip would let him. 
 
    Red’s motionless body was tossed into the wagon by two other ogres, and the one that had been behind Roskin took the horse’s bridle and began leading it north. Roskin was forced to march behind the wagon with an ogre on both sides and the one in back. They marched until noon, when the ogres stopped for lunch, but the dwarf was only given a couple of small drinks of water. Whenever he tried to ask questions, the ogres either smacked him or threatened to take away even the sips. Red barely moved, save shallow breathing, but Roskin was glad to see that the old man was still alive. 
 
    He knew enough of ogre customs to know that they were being taken to a clan village and that when they were in front of the clan council he would have a chance to defend himself, but he had no idea what ogres were doing this far south. By his map, they should be at least a couple of days away, and ogres were not known to patrol more than a day’s walk from their clan. Somehow, something had gone terribly wrong. 
 
    As they moved north, tall and thin black spruce formed a meager forest that offered little protection from the wind. The rain changed to sleet and then to snow, and by evening, the ground they walked was six inches deep in a layer of heavy, wet snow on top of a sheet of ice. Branches from the trees bent to the point of cracking, and Roskin was utterly spent from tromping and slipping. Several times he had fallen face first in the snow, and without his arms to catch himself, his mouth and nose dripped blood onto the gag and his beard. On top of that, his stomach burned for food, and his throat was parched.  
 
    When they reached the village, he was shoved into a wooden building with a dirt floor and no windows, but Red was not put in the room with him. As evening turned to night, a pair of ogres brought him a bucket of water, a loaf of bread, and his soggy sleeping bag, and his arms were untied and the gag removed. Long after the ogres left him alone, he still sat in the corner and rubbed his arms to regain feeling. The bucket of water was almost crusted over with ice, and the bread was cold and hard, but he drank and ate as much as his belly would hold before curling up in the sleeping bag and shivering against the cold. 
 
    The ogres lived in close-knit clans that were loosely bound together by a central council that was comprised of a representative from each clan. The council had no authority over the clans and served primarily as a means to share information and defenses against the Great Empire. Each clan was like a sovereign nation, with its own council of elders and clan matriarch to govern local matters. While their clans were separate entities, all ogres were bound by common customs, and as the heir, Roskin had spent much of his education learning their ways. 
 
    His sleep was disjointed and broken, and for hours he simply stared at the darkness and hoped that Red was okay. Near sunrise, an ogre came to his door and tossed in another piece of bread, and he ate it greedily, hoping the food might warm him. In the underground cities of his kingdom, furnaces and natural fissures kept the temperature above freezing, and whenever he had spent time in frigid temperatures, he had always been properly clothed. Now, his feet and hands were numb to the point of pain, and he couldn’t imagine ever being warm again. 
 
    As far back as history remembered, the dwarves and ogres had moved peacefully between each other’s lands. Erycke the Just had called upon the ogres for help against the cave trolls, and many Kiredurk of the First Kingdom had died helping the ogres conquer the polar bears and snow leopards of the Northern Plains. Through every Kingdom, the peace had endured and the friendship had grown. Roskin couldn’t fathom why he was being treated so cruelly by his allies. 
 
    Around lunchtime, two ogres took him from the room and half dragged, half carried him into the village square. There he was met by the clan matriarch and her council of elders, and the square was filled by nearly the entire clan. Children taunted him and dared each other to touch him, but the adults who stood in an orderly assemblage shushed and ushered them away from the scene. The matriarch, an elderly ogre dressed in thick furs and an ornamental headdress, rose from her seat and called the trial to order. 
 
    “Tredjard, you are charged with trespassing on our lands. What say you to this charge?” 
 
    “With respect to ogre courtesy, I ask that you tell me of my friend before I answer.” He shivered in the cold wind. 
 
    “He waits, like you, for our judgment.” 
 
    “He’s wounded and needs attention. Your patrol was too enthusiastic in capturing him” 
 
    “Rest assured, Tredjard,” the matriarch spoke calmly. “Any human found on our lands will be treated likewise. But fear not. His suffering will be eased soon enough. Now, what say you to this charge?” 
 
    “I say that the customs of our two peoples allow for free travel between our lands.” 
 
    “Black beard, the ogres have no such custom with your kind.” 
 
    “My beard betrays my race, for I am a Kiredurk from Dorkhun.” 
 
    “Speak carefully, dwarf. Being false to this tribunal carries a precious penalty.” 
 
    “I am Roskin of the Dark Beard,” he said, raising himself more erect as he had been taught to when announcing his name. “Eleventh Heir of the Eight Kingdom and first son of King Kraganere.” 
 
    A murmur ran through the assemblage, but the matriarch silenced them by raising her hand. 
 
    “Your manners are well trained and your tongue is well polished like so many dwarven jewels, but the house of Lord Kraganere is known to me. You do not carry his insignia, as the heir to the kingdom surely would.” 
 
    “Clan Matriarch, if you know of our ways, then you know of Erycke’s proclamation. I am serving a year of isolation to find my inner peace. My word is all the proof I have, but for eight Kingdoms that has been enough between our peoples.” 
 
    “Well said. Well said, indeed,” she said, before motioning to the elders. “What does the council say?” 
 
    One at a time, the elders rose from their seats and spoke. Three believed the dwarf and wanted him released, but the other three believed the story a fabrication and wanted him drawn and quartered for his crimes. The matriarch waited in silence for what seemed to Roskin a very long time. She stared at him intently, and he held her gaze, trying not to blink or show his fear, but in the cold, he couldn’t stop shaking. 
 
    “Since the elders are divided, my decision is final, and that is a grave resolution to reach. If you are the future heir and I condemn you, many of my people will surely pay the price in blood, but if you are an enemy and I set you free, who can guess what terror you might unleash?” 
 
    She paused as if in deep thought, but Roskin dared not interrupt. 
 
    “Many winters ago, I sat in the Hall of Gronwheil and listened to the king’s children, two boys and two girls, sing about the harvest. If you are the heir, you shall remember that song, and if you sing it to me now as you did back then, I will grant your freedom.” 
 
    Roskin tried to remember singing at the winter festival as a child, but no memory or song would come to mind. In fact, he couldn’t remember ever singing with his brother and sisters in public. He swallowed hard, took a deep breath, and then said as much to her. 
 
    “Well played, young one, for no such song happened. I am convinced of your claim, and as such, there can be no crime of trespassing.” 
 
    She ordered a guard to bring furs to warm the dwarf and sent another for proper food and drink. A place was made at the council’s table for him to sit, and the dwarf climbed into the wooden chair that was much too large. A moment later, he was wrapped in a bearskin blanket, and thick meat was placed before him. Forgetting manners, he tore into the meat with his fingers and began devouring the meal. Several ogres murmured to each other at the scene, but the matriarch hushed them and apologized to Roskin for allowing his hunger to interfere with manners. He realized his gaffe and graciously accepted the apology. The rest of the meal was eaten with a knife and fork. 
 
    While Roskin ate, Red was brought before the council. The man couldn’t stand but was held erect by two guards. His face was wrecked with scrapes and dark bruises, and his eyes were swollen shut, but Roskin was certain that now that his identity was known, Red would also be set free and receive treatment for the wounds. They would leave the village as soon as Red could travel, and Roskin would be able to retrieve the Brotherhood. He could almost feel it. 
 
    “Human male,” the matriarch began. “You are charged with traveling into ogre lands as a hostile combatant. What say you to this charge?” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Roskin said, furrowing his brow. “May I speak on his behalf?” 
 
    “Lord Roskin, this matter does not concern you.” 
 
    “But I am responsible for this man. He is only here because of me.” 
 
    “That is of no consequence before this tribunal. Any human who enters ogre lands will be punished accordingly.” 
 
    “You ogres,” Red rasped weakly. His voice was audible only to those closest to him. “Feeble minded beasts.” 
 
    “Red, stay quiet,” Roskin said. 
 
    “Lord Roskin, please do not interfere with this proceeding.” 
 
    “I once rode your lands at will,” Red continued. 
 
    “Hush,” Roskin hissed. 
 
    Several in the crowd began whispering, and one member of the council jumped to his feet and shouted: 
 
    “I know you!” 
 
    “Your laws mean nothing.” 
 
    “Please, Red,” Roskin called. 
 
    “Evil Blade! Evil Blade!” 
 
    “You trembled before me.” 
 
    The guards who held him let go and stepped back in horror, and the old man fell to the ground. The crowd began pushing and fighting each other, some trying to flee and others trying to get to him. Roskin leapt from his seat and dove across Red’s prone body, and the matriarch silenced the crowd with a bellow that shook windows and sent birds to the air. She stepped down from her position to where Roskin and Red lay. 
 
    “Move away, Roskin,” she growled. “This monster must be killed.” 
 
    “No,” Roskin said, looking up. “I can’t let you.” 
 
    “Heir or not, I will go through you to destroy this one.” 
 
    “Your laws demand a trial. He must be tried first.” 
 
    “Very well,” she said, composing herself. “We will try him.” 
 
    She moved back to her position and ordered the council to take their seats. The crowd pushed in closer to listen as she declared the new charge of innumerable counts of murder and torture. The two guards stepped in to lift him, but Roskin shouted for them to back away. They looked to the matriarch with puzzled expressions. She started to speak, but the dwarf stopped her short. 
 
    “By your custom,” Roskin said, scrambling to his feet but staying close to Red. “I demand that you take me in this one’s place.” 
 
    “I cannot allow this,” the matriarch returned. 
 
    “You must,” Roskin said. “You cannot refuse a willing proxy. I demand to take his place.” 
 
    The matriarch stepped backwards and slumped into her chair, a mix of revulsion, rage, and bemusement burning in her eyes. She collected her thoughts and then began to laugh. As she did, the crowd began whispering conjectures about her decision. 
 
    “Very good,” she said at last, standing and moving back in front of the council. “You have a sharp mind, son of Kraganere. I cannot refuse your request to proxy, as you say, and I cannot put you to death without causing a war between our peoples. Very well played.” 
 
    “Let us leave this land,” Roskin said. “We did not mean to be here anyway. Let us travel back to my kingdom.” 
 
    “While I cannot have you put to death, I cannot let that one leave. I need to think about this punishment. We will reconvene in the morning.” 
 
    She ordered the guards to take them back to their rooms, but Roskin refused to leave Red unattended. She conceded and had them taken together to one room, and that evening, as part of the punishment, they only received one bucket of water and one piece of bread. Since he had eaten the meat, Roskin let Red have all the bread, but the man’s jaw was too swollen to chew well. The dwarf soaked the bread in water and made his companion swallow it. When Roskin was satisfied that Red had eaten enough, he helped him drink from the bucket. More water ended up on them than in Red’s mouth, and with the temperature dropping back below freezing, they both shivered in the darkness. 
 
    “Maybe we won’t freeze,” Red said, trying to smile. 
 
    “How’d we get this far north?” Roskin asked. “We should be a week away from them.” 
 
    “Maybe you misread your map.” 
 
    “I can read maps. It must be wrong, or the ogres have moved south into part of Rugraknere.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t put it past them to steal land.” 
 
    “I thought you had had a change of heart about ogres.” 
 
    “I hate them. Crushaw lost his taste for killing, but I still loathe them.” 
 
    “Try to keep your feelings to yourself, and we might get out of this.” 
 
    “They’ll not let me leave. Why’d you do that, trying to take my place?” 
 
    Roskin wanted to tell him about the Brotherhood, about his need to hold it, but he was afraid the old man would laugh at him. 
 
    “Just let them kill me, young master. I’ve lived my life.” 
 
    “Don’t say that. It’s awful to think about.” 
 
    “Death? There are worse things, believe me.” 
 
    “What can be worse than being dead?” 
 
    Red shook his head and stopped talking. Roskin tried to get him to answer, but Red curled into the fetal position and stayed quiet. Roskin covered him with the bearskin and then lay with his back pressed against the man’s, trying to share body heat. After two nights without good sleep and the previous day’s forced march, he was exhausted and longed for a comfortable bed and a nice fire. He tried to imagine that the slight warmth coming from Red was a furnace vent back in Dorkhun, but the cold made deep sleep all but impossible. He dozed on and off until just before sunrise, but the night was almost as exhausting as the day had been. 
 
    At sunrise, the matriarch and three guards led them from the room into the gray light. In the street, their horse and wagon were hitched, and their equipment was repacked in the bed. Beside the wagon, a large buffalo was adorned with a saddle and bridle, as ogres rode them on long distances. The matriarch ordered Roskin and Red into the wagon, and the two guards who carried Red flung him into the seat as Roskin climbed in the other side. The other ogre mounted her buffalo and waited. 
 
    “If we wait for the council, both of you will be torn to pieces by the mob,” the matriarch said to Roskin. “Your punishment is to accompany him to the wizard Kwarck’s home, where he is to remain in exile until his death, natural or otherwise.” 
 
    She faced Red, and her eyes danced with hatred. 
 
    “You are fortunate this day, Evil Blade. The dwarf has spared you a gruesome end, but if you leave your exile, no proxy will be allowed a second time.” 
 
    “Clan Matriarch,” Roskin said, bowing his head. “Accept my gratitude for this judgment and know that the house of Kraganere will remember your grace and mercy.” 
 
    “Save the courtesy, Lord Roskin. We part as tenuous allies, at best. I cannot forbid you to enter our lands, but know that your safety is out of my hands. Vishghu, lead them to Kwarck and remain there as a guard. The dwarf is free to go once you reach the house.” 
 
    The ogre on the buffalo nodded and motioned for Roskin to follow. She snapped her reins, and the beast snorted clouds of steam as it moved forward. Roskin released the brake and followed her south. Beside him, Red pulled a wool blanket from one of the packs and wrapped it around himself. Then, he placed the bearskin over the dwarf’s shoulders, and the two hunkered down to lessen the wind as they moved away from the clan village of Ghustaugaun.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    The Hermit of the Plains 
 
      
 
    The wizard, as some called him, lived in the open lands between Rugraknere and the Great Empire. Like Roskin, he was half Loorish Elf, and instead of trying to assimilate where none would accept his mixed blood, he had chosen self-exile on the plains. During the decades of war, he had healed ogres, dwarves, and humans, which made him both beloved and suspect among those races, but because he lived so far from civilization, none wanted to waste the time to punish him for helping their enemies. 
 
    On his farm that spanned twenty-five square miles, Kwarck raised pigs, chickens, and cows on the open range to the west. The southern and eastern fields were tilled and fenced, and he rotated crops on them in a pattern that kept the soil fertile. To the north, he had planted fruit and nut bearing trees, and the orchard grew in intricate swatches of species that kept the ground nourished and the trees healthy. Each year, he produced an abundance of food, but the excess was always sent to towns and villages in need. 
 
    The ride from Ghustaugaun to Kwarck’s home took a week. As the three travelers moved south, the snow and ice of the north gave way to late spring, and the gentle hills of black spruce forests flattened into open grasslands. On the trip, Roskin had used all of his ointment and salve to heal Red’s wounds, but while the bruises and scrapes were gone, the old man had finished his whiskey during the first day. By the time they neared the house, he had the shakes even worse than in the mines. He could only lie in the wagon, moaning loudly and scratching the invisible spiders. Vishghu and Roskin were both exhausted from tending to him, and more than once the dwarf had had to stop the ogre from hurting him. Eventually, she had ridden ahead to keep from smashing his skull with her club. 
 
    As she wound up the worn path to the house, Vishghu was greeted by Kwarck at the edge of the forest, and as Roskin approached, he studied the hermit whose legend had reached even Dorkhun. He was an inch or two taller than Roskin but thinner than anyone the dwarf had ever seen. His hair was the same texture as the dwarf’s but silver with streaks of white. He wore earth-toned clothes made in part from animal skins but also from fibers. When the hermit looked up, he smiled as if the dwarf were an old friend who was expected. Roskin returned the greeting, feeling a bond between them, a sensation that was foreign and familiar at the same time. 
 
    “What’s the matter with this one?” Kwarck asked, peering in the wagon at Red. 
 
    “He needs a taste of liquor.” 
 
    “Bah. Poison. Bring him inside, Vishghu.” 
 
    The ogre, who had already dismounted and unsaddled the buffalo, lifted the oblivious man from the bed. Fearing she might try to harm him again, Roskin watched her carefully as they entered the house. Inside, the ogre placed Red in a back room with wide windows that faced east. Kwarck thanked her, and the ogre went outside to groom her mount. Roskin stayed inside to see what the hermit would do for his companion. Kwarck took a bottle of herbs from a shelf and crumbled them in a wooden cup of water. 
 
    “If there’s any strength left in his spirit,” he said. “I can help him. But it has a tight grip on him.” 
 
    “He has dark memories. They haunt him.” 
 
    “One who deals in death should be haunted.” 
 
    The comment stunned Roskin like a slap, and he stared hard at the ground. The images of his own fallen foes came to him every time he closed his eyes, splatters of blood or grunts of pain, but most of all he remembered the orc at the vanishing trails, the one that had scarred his ear. He couldn’t forget the light draining from the orc’s eyes as its blood rushed from its stomach. The dwarf didn’t want to end up like Red, hiding from memories once so eagerly sought. 
 
    He excused himself and went to unhitch and groom his horse. Outside, the warm wind bent the grasses in waves of dark and light green, but the dwarf found no solace in that beauty. As he unhooked the bridle, he thought about the Brotherhood and how much it had already cost him, yet his will hardened to reclaim it. He was sure that once he held it and carried it back to Dorkhun, the sacrifices would be worth the glory. 
 
    He led the horse west to the open pasture where Vishghu had already released her buffalo to graze. The ogre sat against a smokehouse full of dried meats and stared at the animals that roamed the field. By the next winter, many of those pigs and cows would themselves be hanging in the small, wooden building, curing to last the next year. Kiredurks had no need to cure meats, but Roskin had heard of Ghaldeons using salt and smoke to preserve food through the warm months. The process was done in the late fall or early winter, preferably before temperatures stayed below freezing, and the meat had to be cured at less than 100°. Otherwise, it would begin to cook instead of curing and would spoil as the weather warmed. In Ghaldeon culture, an entire week was dedicated to this process, and the Festival of Smoke was a time of hard work followed by two or three days of celebrations. Roskin wanted to see this ritual for himself. 
 
    Vishghu was barely an adult, and her skin, though thick and pale, had not yet developed the layers of fat for insulation against the lethal cold of the northern winters. As a boy, Roskin had wrestled half-grown ogres for sport, but looking at her muscles, he couldn’t fathom having to grapple a full-grown one and marveled that Red had once been strapping enough to terrorize them. The dwarf leaned against the grayish brown planks of the smokehouse and looked down at her, but even as she sat, her head was only a few inches below his. 
 
    “I don’t want to be your enemy,” he said. 
 
    “Then why are you friends with him?” 
 
    “I don’t know. We’re not friends, really.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “For my part, I am still your ally.” 
 
    With that, he went back to the wagon and organized their equipment. During the shakes, Red had made a mess in the bed, and it took Roskin more than an hour to organize, clean, and repack everything. By the time he was finished, the shadows were growing long as the sun dipped in the west. He shouldered his backpack and carried the other inside. Kwarck, who was cooking supper, showed him to a bedroom. 
 
    Other than the fresh meat at Red’s trial, Roskin hadn’t had a decent meal since leaving the logging town, and to his hunger, the food that Kwarck prepared was as good a feast as any back home. There were fresh chicken, cured ham, nuts, cheese, and bread. After the meal, he served them peppermint tea from leaves he had grown and dried the previous year and preserved fruits from the orchard. Roskin wished that Red had been able to join them, but the old man was sleeping soundly in his room. 
 
    After supper, Kwarck told them stories of travelers who had stayed with him before. There were the last of the Koorleine Elves, the civilized cousins to the Loorish, who wandered from nation to nation as entertainers. They had set up their tents and performed songs and plays just for him as tribute for a place to rest for a few weeks. There were also the human nomads who stayed with him each winter as they migrated in their circular pattern. The nomads refused allegiance to the Great Empire and labored in different regions each season. They were the ones who had helped him dig the underground section of his home that served as both storage for foods and protection from storms. 
 
    When his stories were finished, Kwarck excused himself and prepared for bed. Vishghu didn’t seem interested in sitting alone with the dwarf and went underground to the room Kwarck had prepared for her. Since she was nearly as tall as the ceiling, none of the upper level rooms were large enough for her to be comfortable. Not feeling tired, Roskin went to Red’s room and sat beside the old man who slept soundly. His breathing was smooth and even, without the wheezing or snoring, and the dwarf’s heart warmed at seeing Red comfortable after the arduous battle with the shakes. Near midnight, Roskin retired to his room and fell into his own sound sleep. 
 
    The next day, he woke long after sunrise to the drone of voices in Red’s room. Kwarck and the recovering man were speaking intently with each other, but the dwarf couldn’t make out what they were saying. He rose and looked for his clothes but found strange ones in their place. He dressed quickly, impressed by how well and comfortably the clothing fit, and went to the kitchen to find breakfast. As Roskin fried a couple of eggs on the barely warm enough stove, Kwarck entered the kitchen and greeted him. The dwarf thanked him for the clothes, and the hermit explained that he had washed and hung out the others. 
 
    “How’s Red. I heard you talking.” 
 
    “He hurts,” Kwarck said, taking an apple from a basket. 
 
    “Will he be okay?” 
 
    “Much too early to tell,” the man returned, slicing the apple with a pocket knife. 
 
    “When I’m sure he’ll be fine, I guess I’ll be leaving,” Roskin said, flipping his eggs. 
 
    “Fortune and glory beckon. That’s a dangerous path to travel.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid.” The dwarf’s temper rose slightly, but he fought against it. 
 
    The hermit chuckled and crunched a slice. 
 
    “Maybe I get a little scared.” 
 
    The hermit didn’t respond. 
 
    “Okay,” Roskin said, taking his eggs from the skillet. “I get this strange fear. It overcomes me just before something happens.” 
 
    “The elves are said to have intuition.” 
 
    “Actually, it’s always with me.” 
 
    “Always?” 
 
    “It’s like a shadow in the corner of my eye that I can’t quite see.” Roskin sat beside his confidant. 
 
    “Listen closely and maybe you’ll hear its warning.” 
 
    “Sometimes I get images of my attackers.” 
 
    “That’s your mother in you.” The hermit slid the last two slices of his apple to the dwarf. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “We are both part Loorish, young friend. I have felt you in my heart for some time. There are few of us left. Someday, I’ll tell you that story, but for now, we have work to do. Finish up.” 
 
    With that, the hermit rose and went outside. Roskin finished his eggs and apple slices and then hurried outside to find his host, who was at one of the fields, tending a fence that had been damaged during the winter. He told Roskin to use a sledgehammer and wedge to split new rails, and the dwarf obeyed without question. Back home, outside of military drills, only his father gave him direct orders, and if even one of his masters at school had not asked him courteously to do a task, he would have gotten offended. But with the old hermit, it seemed natural, not a breach of etiquette, so Roskin gathered the tools and went to work. 
 
    He split new rails until noon and was tired from the work, but the lunch of nuts and cheese reenergized him for the afternoon of carrying the new rails to spots where Kwarck had pulled apart the damaged ones. By evening, the dwarf’s new clothes were drenched with sweat, and his arms and legs were heavy from the labor, but there was a feeling of contentment he had seldom known. Most of his life had been spent preparing his mind for leadership, and only rarely was he asked to do manual labor. When Kwarck commended the work, Roskin was surprised by the pride he felt in his heart, a feeling like when he had watched the guard open the heavy doors of the Kireghegon Halls. 
 
    For the next week, he and Vishghu helped the hermit plow and sow his fields. The man showed them both how to drive a mule and plow, and they worked from sunup to sundown each day to get all of that year’s crops planted. While they worked, Red slowly recovered in the house. He slept most of each day and barely ate, but the shakes and hallucinations were all but gone. Kwarck’s herbs kept them away, and the old man became more and more lucid each day. By the time the fields were planted, he was able to get out of bed. 
 
    Vishghu avoided Red completely, and if they did happen into the same room, she would leave, but the ogre had warmed to Roskin enough that she would sit with him in the evenings. They shared stories of their homelands with the hermit, who soaked up their tales with the glee of a child. Kwarck never seemed to tire of hearing any story, regardless of how mundane or banal. Roskin also enjoyed listening to her. He already knew much about ogre culture, but since he had felt a taste of the cold, he had a new appreciation for the stories of shoveling snowdrifts or hunting moose. 
 
    Once the fields were planted, Kwarck turned his attention to weeding the forest. Roskin and Vishghu were shown which grasses and flowers not to touch, and the ogre was given a large sickle to clear the tall grasses. Roskin was left with clearing weeds from the bases of trees, and much of that work required him to kneel at the trunk and pull by hand the unwanted plants from the ground. It was backbreaking labor for both, but while they did that, the hermit mixed and used a special fertilizer that would not only help the trees grow but also protect them from diseases and pests. 
 
    When he wasn’t fertilizing the trees, Kwarck stayed busy cooking and cleaning for the four of them and helping Red break his addiction. The old man was capable of staying awake much of the day, and he could take short walks in the morning, but he still craved a taste and would lie in his room for hours and cry out for help. For a few days, Roskin feared that Red would either die from or give in to the pain, but by the time the forest was finished, the worst of Red’s cravings passed, and to Roskin, he seemed a different person. 
 
    Once the fatigue and chills had passed, Red cleaned and groomed himself every morning. His tangled, filthy hair was cut shorter, and his beard was shaved, revealing a myriad of scars. He helped Kwarck cut and sew new clothes for him, and he kept them clean and neat, almost to the point of obsessive. While the others weeded and watered the fields in the daytime, he helped prepare food or cared for Roskin’s horse. He offered to do the same for the buffalo, but Vishghu refused. In the evenings, he would practice swordplay with Roskin, drilling the dwarf on proper technique and footwork. 
 
    Once his strength was enough to allow it, he went to the fields with them and proved to be an excellent farmer. When Roskin asked where he had learned such skills, Red was at first peevish, snapping that the dwarf should mind his own labor, but Kwarck took the old man aside and spoke with him in private for nearly an hour. When they returned, Red apologized and explained that he had grown up a slave on an orc’s sugar plantation. He had worked in the fields from an hour before sunrise until several after sunset every day for many years, and the penalty for not being there on time was a beating from the overseer, a powerfully built orc who relished every opportunity to use his lash. Red had learned to farm from the other slaves, who were mostly Tredjards, Elves, and humans, because – in addition to the sugarcane for export – they had to grow all the food for the plantation. As the old man told his story, his scarred cheeks became streaked with tears, and he hung his head in shame. Roskin put an arm around Red’s waist. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Roskin said. “You’re okay.” 
 
    “That is what drove me.” He turned to Vishghu, who pretended to ignore him. “The more I killed the more I hated.” 
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t…” Roskin began. 
 
    “Let him speak,” Kwarck interrupted the dwarf. 
 
    “I can’t change it. I can’t make it right, I know.” 
 
    Vishghu didn’t look up from the row she was hoeing. 
 
    “When I saw myself that day with death upon me, I thought that stopping would make me better, but the orcs stayed in my head, and the ogres haunted my heart. I thought that saying Crushaw was dead and calling myself another name would make me better, but the memories wouldn’t go as easily as the lies would come.” 
 
    “What do you want from me?” Vishghu bellowed, standing erect and drawing back her hoe like a weapon. 
 
    Roskin started to jump between them, but Kwarck grabbed his tunic. 
 
    “Kill me if you need to,” Red said, holding her gaze. 
 
    “You aren’t worth the energy,” she returned and then spat at his feet. She tossed down the hoe and stormed away towards the open lands beyond the fields. Red turned and slunk towards the house, his shoulders bent and his chin against his chest. Roskin wanted to follow and console him, but Kwarck placed a hand on his shoulder and told him to let them both have privacy. Words would only add fuel, he said. Just as rain was the best police, time and silence were the best conciliation. Roskin nodded and went back to his row. 
 
    For the next few weeks, Red stayed to himself, eating his meals in his room, tending a separate field, and not drilling with the swords. Roskin, who burned for the Brotherhood, wanted to ask him about Black Rock, but any time the dwarf tried to approach him, he was stopped by a gentle reprimand from Kwarck. The hermit insisted that Red remain alone until he wanted to return to the others. While Roskin neither understood nor agreed, he obeyed out of respect, but with each day, his need for the statuary grew and tortured him more. 
 
      
 
    Spring blended into summer, and on the plains, the heat would reach nearly a hundred every day. Roskin had never spent a summer day in the lowlands, and the heat was as foreign to him as the forests and meadows had been. Most days he had to work early in the morning and late in the evening, but between the heat and pests, the fields required constant attention, and the dwarf had grown tired of watering, weeding, and picking bugs. He had enjoyed the labor at first because it was different from sitting through lectures or reading, but as each day passed, the work became more and more tedious. Despite the adoration he felt for the hermit, he began to resent the work. 
 
    One night, as he sat outside to enjoy the cool air and to sharpen his sword, he was joined by Red for the first time in over two months. They sat in the noises of night for a long time without speaking. Roskin’s mind searched for a way to bring up Black Rock or the Brotherhood, but he remembered the old man’s reaction at Molgheon’s tavern, so every idea seemed ridiculous. Finally, Red’s voice, which had grown stronger and clearer since being at Kwarck’s, resounded in the darkness: 
 
    “I owe you my life, for the bridge and the ogres and getting me here, getting me out of my nightmare.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re getting better.” 
 
    “I will never be better, but each day I feel stronger, more alive.” 
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
    “Why did you? Why were you looking for the general…for me?” 
 
    “Curiosity, I guess.” 
 
    Red didn’t say anything, but Roskin felt stupid for the lie. Now was the best time, maybe the only time, when he could ask about the fortress, but he simply couldn’t get the words to start. 
 
    “In Murkdolm,” Red said. “The dwarves took me in when my own left me to die. You dwarves have good hearts.” 
 
    “We were once bound together, the three races of dwarves, but time has weakened it.” 
 
    “I know little history. All I know is military history, battles and tactics.” 
 
    “Have you heard of a relic called the Brotherhood of Dwarves?” Roskin asked, bracing for the answer. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “It was a platinum statue,” the dwarf continued, holding up his hands to show the size. His courage grew. “It symbolized the unity of our nations.” 
 
    “Art and beauty and such, right?” 
 
    “Something like that. It was stolen from Sturdeon after the conquest.” 
 
    “Sounds like spoils not theft.” 
 
    “What?” Roskin asked, distracted from his point. 
 
    “Once Sturdeon was conquered, it belonged to the Great Empire. You can’t steal from yourself.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “That’s how war works, young master.” 
 
    “Anyway, I want to find it and take it back to my people.” 
 
    “You want to steal it.” 
 
    “It belongs with the dwarves.” The dwarf’s temper rose, and he tried to fight it. 
 
    “It’s okay if you want to steal it. Just call it what it is.” 
 
    “Okay, Red. I’m going to steal it from Black Rock.” 
 
    Red stared at him, his eyes wild and his jaw clenched. 
 
    “That’s why I was looking for you. I want you to help me.” 
 
    “That place,” Red said coldly. “Is not for dwarves.” 
 
    “I’ll sneak in and out. They’ll never even see me.” 
 
    “Those soldiers from Murkdolm were sloppy idiots. The ones at Black Rock fight ogres. You have skills, young master, but they would kill you without remorse.” 
 
    “Do you have knowledge that could help him?” Kwarck asked from behind, causing the two to start. 
 
    “I know every stone, but that’s not the point,” Red said, after he had composed himself. 
 
    “Did this dwarf save your life as you told me?” 
 
    “Yes, but Black Rock is a fool’s destination.” 
 
    “I can do this,” Roskin said. “I can sneak in and out.” 
 
    “Crushaw, the dwarf will go to Black Rock with or without your knowledge. His will is set on it. You owe him at least the safest way inside.” 
 
    Red sat quiet for several moments. The crickets continued to sing, and a cow occasionally gave a low moo in the distance. Kwarck turned and went back inside, and Roskin, while waiting for an answer, resumed sharpening his sword. 
 
    “There’s an entrance few of us know about. It’s for getting important people in and out unnoticed.” 
 
    “Is it guarded?” 
 
    “Of course, but only by a couple. I’ll draw you a map and show you how to find the treasure room, but I don’t know of this statue. It may or may not be there.” 
 
    Inside, Red drew him detailed floor-plans of the secret entrance and the lower levels of the fortress. Roskin listened intently to every description and warning and went to bed with his mind swimming with imaginations of the fortress. The next morning he packed his equipment before breakfast and hitched the wagon after. Vishghu bade farewell in the barn and helped him fix the bridle. Kwarck gave him enough food to get him to Black Rock and back, and the dwarf agreed to return and assist with the harvest. By the time he returned, several crops would be ready, and they would need his help if other travelers didn’t come around. Red walked with him to the end of the eastern fields with Vishghu keeping an eye on them. While she had grown to respect and even like the dwarf, she believed the human would flee at the first chance. The old man joked about that as he opened the gate for the horse and wagon. Roskin shook his hand and promised to return within a month. With that, he snapped the reins and started across the plains. 
 
      
 
    It took him two full weeks to reach the fortress, and if he could have seen it clearly, his mouth would have dropped open from surprise. In his life, all of the masonry he had seen was dwarven, which meant it was functional but ornate, simple but flawless, and while some of the structures in his kingdom were large by dwarf standards, none could rival the fortress. It was built on the highest hill of the region, and the blocks were entirely black gabbro polished to a gloss. The masonry was sturdy but unrefined with ragged lines and imperfect blocks. The outer wall rose thirty feet from the ground and formed an equilateral hexagon. Each edge ran for a hundred and fifty feet, and there were towers at every corner. The main entrance faced north, and the gate was made from thick bars of steel. A trench had been dug around the perimeter and was filled with cheval-de-frise. The barracks and archery range barely rose above the outer wall, but the main castle stood nearly a hundred feet above it with spires, turrets, and towers covering all six directions. The shingles were painted deep forest green, and each month a team of soldiers repainted them to keep the fortress sharp. To be elected to the paint team was a great honor, for the danger was immense, and each year at least two soldiers fell to their deaths. 
 
    Since all he could see was an immense black blob, Roskin stopped the wagon in a dale over a mile from the wall and unhitched the horse. He thought about letting it graze freely but decided that it might wander too close and be spotted, so he tethered it to a scrub bush and gathered his things. All he needed were his dagger, the maps, and a sack for the statue, so he covered the rest in the wagon and crept along the dale to the creek that Red had described. It led to a grove of trees behind the southern walls, and the dwarf stayed in the bed until he reached the trees. As Red had said, in the middle of the grove there was a trap door in the ground, disguised by a stump that lifted away. 
 
    After removing the false stump, he heaved the stone block from its place, using its rusted handle and grunting from the immense weight. According to Red, the two guards would be stationed at the other end of the tunnel inside the fortress, so the dwarf climbed down the ladder and let his eyes adjust to the darkness. He was surprised by how long it took to see well enough to move safely, and his vision wasn’t as sharp as he remembered from home, but he still moved towards the guards’ position. 
 
    As the dwarf crept forward, the dark fear began to rise, and he tried to resist it, but images of torture and death filled his head, flashing rapidly and clearly. He staggered backwards, but the fear kept rising and filled him. His breath came in short gulps, and nausea washed over him, causing him to gag audibly. He rushed back to the entrance and climbed up the ladder, but the fear didn’t lessen as he stumbled back to the creek. Instead it grew, and a new image formed in his mind, one of a wagon that seemed familiar. 
 
    The net was on him before he could react, and he was tangled before he could draw the dagger. Hands grabbed him and shoved him down, knocking the wind from his lungs, and in a flurry of motion and chaos, ropes bound his ankles and pinned his arms to his sides. He was flipped on his back and saw several human soldiers around him, each with hatred in their eyes but smirks on their faces, and the dwarf was sure his life was almost over. 
 
    One soldier grabbed his legs and another took his shoulders, and the two lifted him like a sack of flour. They carried him towards the fortress but stopped well before the main gate and tossed him in the back of a covered wagon, the one from his vision. He had seen it before but couldn’t place where. As he tried to remember, one of the soldiers spoke to the driver: 
 
    “You were right about the tunnel, old boy. Now, where’s our money?” 
 
    Roskin heard the coins clank and the human count them as they were handed over, and then he heard the driver climb down and walk towards the back. Roskin turned his head and saw Torkdohn come around the corner, and the young Kiredurk’s heart lifted at seeing his friend. The old merchant looked him over and told the soldiers that they had done well. Then, he reached through the net and took Roskin’s dagger from its sheath. The soldiers told the old dwarf to get going before their captain asked any questions, and Torkdohn climbed back in his seat and got the wagon moving. When the horse reached a steady trot, the merchant called back to his bound passenger: 
 
    “You’ve caused a lot of trouble, young one. I didn’t think they’d let you live, but enough silver can make anything happen.” 
 
    “Thank you. Can you let me loose soon? These ropes are cutting off my circulation.” 
 
    “When we reach the market,” Torkdohn returned. “Then, we’ll see what happens with those ropes.” 
 
    “But I can’t feel my fingers.” 
 
    “Too bad, young one. Maybe your new master will be kind.” 
 
    “New master? What? Stop joking and let me loose.” 
 
    “You better fetch as much as I figure or this whole year will be mighty lean, mark my words.” 
 
    Slowly, the realization sank in, and Roskin’s temper flared at his own naivety. The old merchant was one of the Ghaldeons that Grussard had warned against, but Roskin had been too slow to see it. Now, he was bound and headed for the slave block, and no one would know where to look for him. Red, Vishghu, and Kwarck would assume he had died at Black Rock, and his family would figure the Loorish forest had claimed him. He gritted his teeth and strained against the ropes, but they were much too secure for him to break. After several minutes, he was exhausted from the effort and gave up. He would have to plan an escape and outwit the old merchant, so he relaxed and tried to get comfortable as the wagon bounced and rumbled along the dirt road. As he settled in, he remembered his horse tied to the bush. It would either starve to death or get eaten by wild dogs, and Roskin pitied the poor animal as he jostled and shook with the bumps in the road. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    A Soldier Remembers 
 
      
 
    On good nights, Crushaw would dream about the childhood he had never had, dreams of being the son of nobility in a prosperous kingdom. His mother and father would read stories to him about dragons and sorcery as he went to bed, and he would get to sleep until noon. After waking, he would receive his breakfast, exotic fruits and rich meats, in the luxury of his bed. His mother’s hair would be pumpkin orange, like his, and his father would rule their lands with justice and mercy. On good nights, he could see their faces clearly. 
 
    But on bad nights, the dreams were of the morning horn calling slaves to the fields; the food troughs flowing with slop for them to eat like pigs; the sun beating down on sugar cane; the lash splitting flesh. On bad nights, he slept little and wanted to forget that he had never seen his mother’s face, had never heard her voice. 
 
    Since being at Kwarck’s, he had had mostly good nights. The wizard had explained about the herbs, how they soothed nerves and helped the body heal itself, and Crushaw was glad to have them. The shakes had almost killed him, and staying sober was harder than crossing the wilds on foot as he had done after escaping the plantation. Every morning he woke wanting a taste, and the feeling stayed with him all day. Most days it was like an afterthought just beneath the surface, but some days it crept into his arms and shoulders and burned. He didn’t want to know how bad it could be without the herb’s help. 
 
    Since Roskin had left, Crushaw and Vishghu still worked in different fields every day and took their meals in different rooms, but Kwarck was so focused on the coming harvest that he paid little attention to either one. Each morning and evening the wizard would spend time preparing stalls in his barn for the new crop. Crushaw had offered to help, but the wizard had refused because he believed only the master of a house should handle its ruined food. The custom was strange to the former slave, but the wizard was earnest in that belief, so Crushaw was left to himself. 
 
    Even without the dwarf, Crushaw practiced swordplay every evening, using the sword the horseman had dropped when Roskin had sliced his arm. The old man’s muscles had grown stronger, and he felt thirty years younger from the labor and exercise. Still, his legs were cumbersome and clumsy as he went through his footwork, and his feet were heavy like stone slabs, making him much slower than he had once been. Since he had no intentions of going back to war, the slowness didn’t bother him too badly, but Crushaw knew the fearsome days of his youth were long gone. Even those pitiful soldiers from Murkdolm could probably take him now. 
 
    He remembered being fierce, the looks in his enemies’ eyes as he swept into their lines. Many were so frozen by fear that they were beaten before his blade reached flesh. Others had the fire to kill him but not the skill, for he had been an almost perfect swordsman. Not only was he as fast and nimble as an elf and strong as an ogre, but his slicing and drawing techniques were flawless from the years of chopping sugarcane fourteen hours a day. And from the torment of his former masters, his heart was solid iron, forged for killing and numb to any fear of death. 
 
    The battles of his career were a blur, a collection of memories that bled together into one long war. He remembered his first kill clearly, and he remembered the tornado, but between those two images, he could not create a chronology. The first had happened when he was twenty-one, a green foot soldier in the ranks of veterans who pushed him to the front in a vicious battle. As he had reached the vanguard, an ogre had knocked him to the ground where he had lain in a stream of blood. The bodies and pieces of bodies around him were still warm, and he thought about staying there until the churning mass of warriors stopped, but Crushaw was not a coward. He struggled to his feet and thrust his sword into the side of an ogre who had just crushed the skull of some skinny boy no more than sixteen. The ogre staggered backwards, a look of disbelief and agony on its face, and Crushaw rushed forward to finish it off. 
 
    As he practiced swordplay in the evenings, he remembered fragments of battles, and sometimes as he made a particular slash or thrust, he could see a kill vividly, the muscle memory sparking an image in his mind. He had only felt alive on the battlefield, and while the battles were a jumble and the kills seemed almost one continuous fight, he clearly remembered the feeling of being in a fray. Usually, he could hear little, but his eyesight became sharper, and things seemed to move in slow motion. As a foot soldier at the front, his mind became quiet and still, and his focus was concentrated on the enemies before him, but as he moved up the ranks and more tactics were his to decide, he began to envision the whole battle. Even as he struck down a ten foot ogre and sidestepped another, he was constantly picturing the entire field. Most times his imaginings were accurate, and from this ability to read a battle, he rarely made a tactical mistake. 
 
    For a time after his banishment, he had been able to discern particular battles and had retraced them in his mind, finding mistakes in his bad decisions and admiring the good, but after awhile, the bad nights and bad memories from the plantation had taken over. Once he had begun drinking, he had given up the retracing and had become absorbed with self-pity and self-loathing. He had never been ashamed of his military career, even losing his army, but he had been bitterly ashamed of being a slave. 
 
    The wizard had shown him that revealing the shame was the only way to defeat it, and Crushaw had felt the burden lift in the field the day he had told the full story. As much as the herbs helped keep his nerves calm, setting aside the shame helped dampen the cravings. 
 
    Even so, Crushaw felt guilty for giving Roskin the maps because he knew that the soldiers of that castle were the best of the Great Empire. Emperor Vassa yearned for the ogre lands and the mineral deposits beneath the snow, and she sent the elite troops from every other division to Black Rock. The dwarf’s chances were slim at best. 
 
    Worry for another’s life was a new sensation for the old man. For seventy-five years he had never had a true friend, and other than an abstract sense of longing for his mother, he had never felt any kind of love for another person. In the evenings, he would find himself staring towards Black Rock and hoping to see the dwarf’s wagon appear on the horizon, and once Roskin had been gone for nearly four weeks, Crushaw’s anxiety rose even more. He was certain the dwarf was inside the fortress, a captive strapped to one of the torture racks. 
 
    At five weeks, Crushaw was busy picking tomatoes from one field and was too focused on getting the ripe fruit in the basket to scan the horizon. Because of his height, he was on his hands and knees, crawling to each vine stake and plucking off as many tomatoes as were ripe, and his back and legs burned with pain. The dust of the well-weeded rows clung to his sweaty skin, and his breathing was labored from the late summer heat. So it was no wonder that he missed the wagon when it did appear and made its way to the house. 
 
    He heard Kwarck calling for him and rose from the vines to go inside, figuring it must be lunch time, but as he neared the edge of the fields, he saw the wagon and quickened his pace. Inside, he found Molgheon at the table with Roskin’s sword before her. Confused, the old man sat beside her and lifted the sword. 
 
    “I found it in the wagon,” she said. 
 
    “Is he dead?” 
 
    “Probably not. He was taken by a slave trader.” 
 
    “Tell me what you know.” 
 
    Molgheon explained that after Roskin and Red had fled the logging town, she had seen the traitor Torkdohn, a known slave merchant, lurking near the human officers, and she had known that he was hunting Roskin. When the bloodied and defeated soldiers returned from chasing the pair, the old dwarf had gotten in his wagon and left town, heading east instead of south. Feeling a sense of duty to the dwarves the traitor had taken captive, Molgheon had tracked him to Black Rock but hadn’t known how to warn Roskin without getting caught herself, so she had watched helplessly as the soldiers captured him. When she found the wagon and saw the direction it had come from, she remembered the hermit who had nursed her husband as he lay dying from a stomach wound, and she made for the farm. When she finished her story, Kwarck put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “You are wise not to have gotten caught. Otherwise, we would have never known our friend’s true fate.” 
 
    “I agree,” Crushaw said. “Without you, we wouldn’t know where to look.” 
 
    “Look?” Kwarck asked, arching an eyebrow. 
 
    “We’re going to find him, right?” 
 
    “You aren’t going anywhere,” Vishghu said from behind. “Your punishment is to stay here and work on this farm until you die. I have my orders, and I intend to obey them.” 
 
    “Then you’ll have to kill me, ogre. I owe that dwarf a debt you can’t understand.” 
 
    “Calm down, both of you,” Kwarck said sharply. “What makes you think you can rescue him?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I have to try.” 
 
    “That dwarf is nothing but trouble, Red,” Molgheon said. “He deserves his fate.” 
 
    “Nobody deserves to be a slave. It’s a life you can’t fathom.” 
 
    Molgheon bowed her head, showing regret for having spoken so hatefully. 
 
    “You and I are old men, Crushaw. The orcs will kill us if we storm a plantation to free their slaves.” 
 
    “You are the Butcher of the Northern Plains,” Molgheon muttered, raising her head to look at him. “I thought that Roskin was crazy.” 
 
    “Yes, my friend. I am,” Crushaw said, meeting her eyes. Then, he turned back to Kwarck. “I will go alone if I have to, and I will die if I must, but I will not abandon him to them.” 
 
    “You aren’t going anywhere,” Vishghu repeated. 
 
    Crushaw stood and faced the ogre. 
 
    “Stop me,” he hissed. 
 
    “I’ll enjoy this.” 
 
    Kwarck stepped between them, and even though he was much smaller than both, his presence filled the room, and when he spoke, his voice shook the floor. 
 
    “In my house, there is no violence.” 
 
    He ordered Vishghu outside and Crushaw to sit, and like scolded children, they obeyed. 
 
    “Why do you want to save him?” Kwarck asked, his voice lowering to its normal volume and tone. “Why go to certain death?” 
 
    “I’m already near death, but what life I do have is only because he got me here. I can’t die knowing that I was afraid to face them for a friend.” 
 
    “If you do it,” Molgheon said, her eyes gleaming with the fire of a soldier who senses the coming battle. “I’ll follow you.” 
 
    “Will you help me finish the harvest?” Kwarck asked Crushaw. 
 
    “Yes.” Crushaw nodded vehemently to punctuate the word. 
 
    “Then, as your overseer, I will permit you to leave once the crops are in.” 
 
    They shook hands on the deal, and Crushaw thanked Molgheon for her allegiance. Before heading back to the fields, he grabbed a handful of nuts for lunch, and he ate them on the walk. As he made his way, he could hear Vishghu and Kwarck talking in another field, but their words weren’t discernable from that distance. When he reached the tomato vines, he got a new basket and found where he had stopped. Ignoring the pain in his legs and back, he got down on all fours and resumed picking. He worked steadily all day, barely stopping even for water, and by evening, he had cleared most of that field. 
 
    The next day Molgheon joined him, and they worked together on a patch of cucumbers that was ready. As usual, Vishghu worked in another field, but Kwarck stayed with her most of time, talking to her as a grandfather soothes an angry child. Throughout the harvest, Crushaw worked with an energy he had not known for several years, and from the pace he set, the others struggled to keep up. Because of him, they finished most of the early crop within three weeks, and Kwarck told him that he was free to find the dwarf. The nomads would be there soon to help with the late harvest, so the wizard could make do without him until they arrived. 
 
    Crushaw wasted little time preparing to leave. He packed enough food to get them near the slave blocks of Koshlonsen, the most likely place where the dwarf had been taken, and bade farewell to his healer. He and Molgheon double-checked their weapons and rode away from the house, but as they neared the gate, Vishghu blocked the path with her buffalo and from her feet readied her club. 
 
    “You are my prisoner, too,” she said. “And I do not grant you leave from your bondage.” 
 
    A wave of anger washed over Crushaw, and despite Molgheon’s grasp on his arm, he hopped down from the wagon and drew his sword. He walked deliberately towards the ogre and held her gaze as he neared. The old fire consumed him. While her face betrayed no fear, Vishghu’s legs and arms visibly shook. Even so, she held her ground. 
 
    “I haven’t tasted ogre blood for some time,” Crushaw nearly whispered at her. “But today I’ll have my fill.” 
 
    Vishghu gave a rumbling war cry and charged the old man, but as she swung the club horizontally at him, he ducked the blow and saw his opening. Crushaw could kill her with a simple thrust to her exposed ribs and be on his way. He had done it thousands of times before without a second thought, but he didn’t want to kill her. She wasn’t his enemy. Instead of taking the kill shot, he countered by slapping her exposed face with the flat of his blade. She wound up for another swing, but Crushaw punched the pressure point of her right thigh with the pommel of his sword, and she crumpled to the ground. He kicked her club away and readied the sword at her throat. 
 
    “Countless of your kin have died before me, but you can live. Let me go to my friend.” 
 
    “Kill me, you black-hearted beast.” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid, ogre,” Molgheon called from the wagon. “We’ll be dead before the winter solstice. The orcs will do your job for you.” 
 
    Crushaw sheathed his sword and backed away from her. 
 
    “Whatever you think of me, I’m no coward. We will go to wherever the dwarf has been taken, and we will probably die.” 
 
    “I can’t let you leave,” Vishghu said, rising to her feet. “I have my duty.” 
 
    “Then, follow us,” Crushaw returned, climbing into the wagon. “Make sure that if the wilds and the orcs don’t kill us, we come back here.” 
 
    “The ogres and Kiredurks are friends,” Molgheon added. “You could be a hero if you save their heir.” 
 
    “I care nothing for glory,” Vishghu said. 
 
    “Good.” Crushaw said, releasing the brake and snapping the reins. “You’ll probably get killed, too.” 
 
    He whistled at the buffalo, and it moved from in front of the gate as the wagon approached. He snapped the reins again, and the horse quickened its pace as they moved through the gate and onto the old road south. Behind them, Vishghu mounted her buffalo and followed. 
 
    As they rode south, Crushaw and Molgheon discussed how to find out where Roskin had been taken. Crushaw wanted to find Torkdohn and extract the information any way he could, but Molgheon argued that finding the old traitor would take too long and that he probably didn’t wait for the final sale, anyway. Their best bet was to find the actual broker that had sold the dwarf. None of the party had actually been to Koshlonsen, but Molgheon argued that it couldn’t possibly be as difficult to find the stationary broker as it would be to find the moving Torkdohn. 
 
    “Very well,” Crushaw said. “But once we find Roskin, Torkdohn is next.” 
 
    “Once we find Roskin,” Vishghu said from behind. “You return to Kwarck.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, ogre. One way or the other, you’ll fulfill your duty.” 
 
    On the way to Koshlonsen, the party stopped in a remote dwarven village that was on the southeastern edge of what had once been the Ghaldeon Nation. Like Murkdolm, the village had once been a prosperous resting point, for it was evenly between Sturdeon and Koshlonsen, but since the Great Empire had conquered both regions, that trade route had withered to little more than an occasional traveler. 
 
    The village showed the effects of its decline, as most of its buildings were abandoned. The inhabitants who remained were rarely bothered by soldiers, and the population was mostly too old for slavery, so it was an ideal place for the three travelers to avoid being detected. Molgheon, using the silver coins Roskin had given her, requisitioned a tailor to create a general’s uniform for Crushaw and a tanner to fashion an ornate saddle for the horse. Crushaw directed the tailor on the outfit, remembering some of the dress uniforms visiting generals had worn at Black Rock.  
 
    While they waited for the uniform and saddle, Crushaw and Molgheon taught Vishghu better footwork for swinging the hammer. At first, the ogre resisted listening to the old man, but with Molgheon confirming everything he said, she eventually paid attention to his instructions. After a week, she showed considerable improvement. 
 
    The tanner finished the saddle first because the tailor had to get assistance from a blacksmith and most of the uniform had to be created from scratch. When it was finally ready, each agreed that it was perfect for getting them through enemy lands. Crushaw had never worn anything elaborate in his tenure, for he had considered himself more rank and file than officer, but once he tried it on, he liked the new uniform because it hid some of his aging features. 
 
    The boots were dark tan, and the pants were ash gray with mail cuisse protecting the thighs. His gambeson was also ash gray and displayed the insignia of the Great Empire. Beneath that quilted garment, he wore a waist-length mail hauberk with thick aketon to keep the metal from pinching his skin and to cushion any blows. On his forearms he wore only plate vambrace and leather gloves, and on his head he wore nothing, preferring to let his gray hair lay across his shoulders. 
 
    With the saddle and uniform, they continued to Koshlonsen, and because the road was so completely deserted, Crushaw left the gambeson and aketon packed in the wagon to keep them from getting too soiled. To break in the boots and season the armor, he wore those pieces above the clothes Kwarck had made for him and marched much of the day beside the wagon. 
 
    Each day they covered nearly thirty miles, and in the evenings while Molgheon prepared supper, Crushaw drilled Vishghu on defensive postures and blocks. The ogre proved to be a quick study, absorbing and practicing his teachings until her movements were second nature, and with each day, Crushaw became stronger and nimbler, the adroitness of his swordplay returning as his muscles remembered their actions. 
 
    “When we reach the plantation,” Crushaw said to both of his companions as they watched their campfire dance and spark. “We will be outnumbered five to one, counting the overseers and the orcs in the big house.” 
 
    “Five to one?” Vishghu asked, her voice uncertain. 
 
    “At least. That’s why I’ve been teaching you so much. We’ll have to be fast and efficient.” 
 
    “We have surprise on our side,” Molgheon added. “They won’t be expecting an attack, not from such a small force anyway.” 
 
    “But let’s not forget,” Crushaw continued. “That first we have to find the broker in Koshlonsen, and then travel across the wilds and into orc territory. We may never see the plantation.” 
 
    “Were you always this positive, Red?” Molgheon asked with a slight chuckle. 
 
    “I’m just a realist. I know where we are headed.” 
 
    “You’re just like my husband. Up to the last, he considered every negative.” 
 
    With that, the three companions stretched out and went to sleep one by one. They were two days from Koshlonsen, and from this point forward, they would be surrounded by the enemy. Crushaw fell asleep last, his mind drifting back to his boyhood in the sugarcane. He had spent a lifetime trying to escape the orcs, and now, near the end of his life, he was marching back to them. He drifted off with memories of the food trough and the morning horn skittering through his head.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    An Evil Place 
 
      
 
    Roskin had lost track of time. On the trip to Koshlonsen and at the trading block, he had counted each sunrise, but on the trip to the plantation, he had mixed up the numbers. Now that he was there, he had forgotten to even try. Time meant little as every day was an extension of the one before. He was trapped in a place and a life that none of his education or training or adventures had prepared him for. When he had left Dorkhun for the year’s isolation, he had held a vague notion of the orcs and their system of slavery, but he had known nothing of the reality. 
 
    He had learned that the orcs had different kinds of slaves for different purposes. The weaker and more docile slaves were used inside the house as servants. The stronger, more unrefined slaves worked in the fields as manual labor, planting, growing, and harvesting sugarcane and cotton for export, and some of the more intelligent slaves performed skilled labor as carpenters and blacksmiths. Finally, there were the leisure slaves who were trained to fight in the sporting rings of orc cities. 
 
    Most of these slaves were Tredjards who had been captured in battle. In return for not having to work the fields daily, they trained relentlessly for battles against other plantations. The battles were hand-to-hand combat with no weaponry or armor; the combatants simply beat each other to death to entertain the howling orcs. To ensure that the slaves would fight, the orcs restricted food enough to make them extra-aggressive but not so much as to make them weak. Then, on fight days, fresh meats were promised to the winning team, and the dwarves, driven mad from captivity and constant hunger, would turn on each other as ferociously as they had once fought their slave masters. 
 
    Roskin had not yet been to a battle, but there was supposed to be one within a moon cycle. None of the slaves could say exactly when. But in training with the crazed Tredjards, Roskin had experienced a new level of viciousness. Even just in practice, they tried to rip each other apart, but because of his training as a boxer and a swordsman, he had been able to defend himself well enough not to have gotten seriously injured. His nose had been broken, and three of his back teeth had been knocked out, but compared to some of the other injuries he had seen, those were nothing. 
 
    The leisure slaves stayed in their own quarters isolated from the rest. Their section was fenced off by an iron cage that had razor blades and spikes along the top, and no grass grew inside the fence. The ground had been churned into a rutted field of baked clay that stank from rotten food, blood, and feces. The sleeping quarters was a plain, rectangular building of one floor, and the single room was devoid of furnishings. The slaves all slept on the ground and took their meager food at the fence, for no orc dared enter the cage to feed them. 
 
    The other slaves lived in buildings near the fields, and in the mornings when the horn would blow, Roskin would watch the still exhausted dwarves, elves, and humans trudge to the fields or the workrooms or the main house. Any who didn’t meet the horn’s call within five minutes was dragged from the building, tied to a post, and lashed for several minutes. The overseer who dealt the blows showed no mercy, and in fact, pleas, cries, and whimpers only seemed to fuel his rage. Roskin couldn’t watch those beatings. 
 
    The orcs themselves were divided into a strict hierarchy. Those at the top lived in the main house and handled the business end of selling goods and trading slaves. Beneath them were the warriors who guarded the main house and squelched any attempt at slave revolt. Then came the field overseers who directly supervised the slaves, and below them were the orcs who did manual labor with the slaves. The lowest orcs were the most vile and ignorant creatures Roskin had ever known. Few could read or write, and none seemed to have a notion of the world beyond the plantation. While Roskin didn’t much like the Tredjards stuck in the pen with him, he despised those orcs that made daily trips by the cage and jeered at the warriors. 
 
    Despite the grotesque ways of all orcs, the main house was a beautiful structure, and the juxtaposition of that beauty with the cruelty of the plantation was hard for the Kiredurk to reconcile. Still, he admired the craft of the house, which was built from oak imported from the forests of the Great Empire. It was three stories tall with a roof that sloped to a steep point, and the entire house, which was at least two hundred by one hundred feet, was surrounded by a railed porch. Thick pillars with ornate carvings supported the roof of the porch. The house was stained a walnut brown with dark trim, and the entire structure was surrounded by water oaks with thick moss hanging from the branches. 
 
    Behind the main house, the soldier’s barracks was much less elaborate, being more functional than anything. It was also much smaller, about fifty by fifty feet and two stories high. To the best of Roskin’s reckoning, there were roughly a hundred soldiers who guarded the plantation, and at any given time about a third were asleep inside the barracks. Another third were at the main house, and the rest were stationed at various points around the entire plantation. 
 
    Each day, Roskin studied the place for a chance to escape, and he was sure that if he could get out of the cage, he could get past the perimeter sentries. One evening, after the day’s fighting had ceased, he sat in the corner of the pen that he had made his own and counted the heartbeats it took for the sentries to make their rounds. On average, the field behind the pen was unwatched for thirty heartbeats every round the orcs patrolled. It was maybe a hundred yards across the bare field, and after that, the tall grasses of the savannah would be plenty of cover for him. 
 
    As Roskin counted, a Tredjard who was especially vicious sat beside him and stared in the same direction. The dwarf’s cheeks were so sunken that he almost looked like a skeleton, and his eyes were far away. Roskin braced himself for an attack, but to his surprise, the dwarf spoke to him softly. It was the first time one of these dwarves had said anything to him outside of the training fights. 
 
    “You fight well, tall one. With you, we’ll win some meat.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” Roskin’s stomach burned for a full meal. 
 
    “Winter is coming. We’ll need it.” 
 
    “How long have you been here?” 
 
    “This is the third winter.” The Tredjard rubbed a scar above his left eye. 
 
    “How many battles have you seen?” 
 
    “Enough.” 
 
    “How did you end up here?” 
 
    “You ask a lot of questions. Do you answer any?” 
 
    Roskin shrugged. 
 
    “Are you counting their rounds?” 
 
    Roskin stared away, afraid to answer. 
 
    “We all did it. We all planned our escape. Some even tried, but you can’t make it.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Fight well and earn the meat. Fatten up.” 
 
    With that, the dwarf moved back to his own spot between two others. The three stared at Roskin and had a heated conversation, but Roskin paid them little attention. He was sure the dwarf was wrong. He could escape. 
 
    The evening horn blew, and the slaves began making their way back to their quarters. The field slaves sang as they walked, and on the surface, the songs sounded joyful that the day’s work was done, but to Roskin, a current of sadness flowed beneath that surface gaiety, and the sound was sadder than any song the masters of Dorkhun had ever sung. He listened to their songs and let the feeling wash over him. 
 
    Sadness had become a constant emotion for the heir, replacing the dark fear with its persistency. Even though he knew he would escape the cage and find his way home, he missed his family and friends. He even missed Molgheon. He longed for a warm bath and the sounds of his sisters giggling from their rooms. He missed the open road and green grass for a bed, the dark of the underground and the smell of mold. 
 
    But sadness wasn’t the only emotion he felt. Terror of the coming battle had been growing steadily. He was sure that even though he wasn’t completely green that kind of fight would overwhelm him. If the Tredjards who were supposed to be on his side were that vicious to each other, he didn’t want to know how gruesome the battle would get, and he steeled his resolve to escape before it. 
 
    He had felt terror before. At the trading block, he had been paralyzed by it. Koshlonsen had been a horror of a city, with slaves kept in large pens like cattle and the auctioneers parading them in front of customers with nonchalance. Roskin had seen children ripped from their mothers’ arms and entire families separated. He had seen rebellious ones beaten into submission with thick whips and staves. And the noises had been crushing: the cries and pleadings of the slaves, the pitches and bids of the auctioneers, the grumblings and laughter of the orcs browsing, the creaks of wagons coming and going, the clang of the hammers shackling chains to the slaves. The entire din was a cacophony of evil and sadness, and Roskin would never forget that sound. 
 
    Torkdohn had sold him to a broker as soon as they had arrived in town, and the broker put him up for auction the next day. He had been sold his first time on the block and had been transported along with five other slaves – two humans and three Tredjards – to this plantation. The others had been put in the fields, and Roskin caught glimpses of them from time to time. With each day their faces looked more gaunt and their shoulders more stooped. 
 
    The evening meal, a slice of cornbread and a half rotten tomato for each warrior, was delivered, and the orcs who brought it were from the lowest ranks. They made a point of dropping the food on the ground at the limit of the dwarves’ reach beyond the cage, and the slaves had to stretch and strain to get the meager meal. The orcs laughed and spat at them while they struggled. After getting his food inside, Roskin was finished eating within a few seconds, and he wanted nothing more than to be back on Kwarck’s farm with the meats and nuts and vegetables. 
 
    The sun had sunk to the horizon, and he had learned to get inside quickly. Otherwise, the mosquitoes would swarm him, and he would be left with a bad place on the floor to sleep. Inside, he found a decent corner and fought off two others who tried to take it from him. With nothing else to do, he fell asleep quickly and dreamed of a better place. 
 
    As usual, he awoke to the horn and went to the cage to wait for breakfast. The sun was still an hour from rising, and the morning air was crisp on his cheeks and nose. The work slaves filed out of their quarters and went to their labor, and Roskin longed even for their fate. Anything had to be better than being stuck behind those bars with those Tredjards. The enormity of the day came down on him at once, and he began to pace around the pen, searching in vain for some weakness in the cage. If he could just get over the razors and spikes, he could reach the field. 
 
    The lowly orcs brought breakfast and taunted the dwarves with the offering, but Roskin didn’t bother to eat. A plan had begun to form, and he didn’t want any distractions. He knew how to get over the wall and just needed the right opportunity, so he returned to his corner and watched the guards patrol in the darkness of pre-dawn. The lowly orcs had finished taunting and had returned to their labor, so the dwarves were alone. When the sentries reached the point where the field was not watched, Roskin sprang from his haunches and grabbed the nearest dwarf. The Kiredurk pressed the unsuspecting Tredjard above his head and tossed him onto the fence, impaling the poor dwarf in the spikes and razors. Then, Roskin used the dwarf’s writhing body to climb over the cage. 
 
    When his feet touched the other side, he sprinted for the tall grasses, not looking back at the howling Tredjards who were also trying to climb the dead dwarf’s body. The Tredjards were too short to reach his legs and couldn’t get over, but Roskin didn’t care about them. He only wanted to be as far away from the plantation as possible. 
 
    When he had first arrived, he and the other five had been taken to the blacksmith’s shop, where they were secured to a rail. Then, another slave branded each one on the hip, forever marking them as property of the Slithsythe Plantation. The smell of scorched flesh had made Roskin vomit before his turn, but when the metal seared his skin, the pain almost made him pass out. 
 
    Now, as he ducked into the tall grasses of the savannah, he remembered the pain and the scar, and the memory fueled his desire. The thick grasses brushed against his face and bent with his weight, but their density and volume slowed him considerably. He heard animal noises from ground level, hissings and rustlings that were unfamiliar, but he was glad that he couldn’t see through the grass to know what kinds of beasts were making those noises. 
 
    The ground was soft and springy but not very moist, so his feet, which were wrapped in thin, leather slippers, still had good traction. He ran several miles until he reached a shallow stream that divided the grasses from a forest of tall, thin pines. He had been heading due south, but at the stream he turned east and splashed up-current. He made his way against the stream for another thirty minutes, and by the time he turned back south into the forest, the sun had risen. With the land illuminated, the recklessness of his flight came into focus. He had no idea where he was or how to get out of orc lands. He was surrounded for many miles in every direction by enemies who would either kill him for sport or capture him for reward. As he ran on through the forest, he tried to sort out a new plan for staying free, but his mind was fuzzy with fear and hunger, so he decided that his first task was to find some kind of meal. 
 
    He was a good enough hunter that if he had possessed a bow or a spear or any kind of sharp tool, he could have killed countless forest animals, but having nothing and being weak made the task more difficult. He scavenged for nuts and berries, but in the late fall, they were scarce and in poor condition. What little he did find hardly made a dent in his hunger. When he was on the verge of exhaustion and almost ready to collapse on the forest’s floor, he caught glimpse of a small cabin ahead. He crept closer, scanning every direction for any sign of an orc, and when he felt confident that the place was clear, he slipped inside. 
 
    At once, he recognized the place as a hunter’s shelter, not a permanent residence, so he quickly searched the cabinets and found several sealed glass jars of various vegetables. He dislodged the wax seal on a jar of green beans and shoveled several handfuls into his mouth, soaking his beard with juice as he chewed greedily. After eating the entire jar, he scoured the rest of the cabin for gear and found a leather sack, a pair of boots that fit better than the slippers, a rusted but functional knife, a set of clothes that fit, and a blanket. 
 
    After changing clothes and lacing the boots, he packed as many jars as would fit into the leather sack, stuffed the blanket on top of them, and tucked the knife into the blanket. Then, he slung the pack over his shoulder and left the cabin, feeling sure that at any moment an orc was going to appear and take him back. With a full belly and the heavy pack, he moved much more slowly, but his head was more clear, which allowed him to start a plan. He would have to travel all day and night at first to get as far away as possible, but then he would travel just at night and hide wherever he could during the day. From his geography lessons, he knew major landmarks of the orc lands, and he would travel east across the hills and into the Sojntejein Mountains until he reached the Kryrstoshian River. When he reached it, he would turn northeast and head for the lands of the Marshwoggs, a peaceful people who should give him asylum. 
 
    Without more detail, that was his best hope, so he marched through the forest and listened intently for any sounds of pursuit. For most of the day, nothing followed him, but as evening dimmed the forest and shadows grew long, the dark fear began to resurface in his mind. He hadn’t felt it since Black Rock, and at first, the feeling was odd and haunting, a sensation like staring at an unknown picture that was eerily familiar. As it grew, he remembered Kwarck’s explanation of it and concentrated on the feeling until an image came to him. He saw clearly a pack of dogs sniffing his trail through the woods beyond the hunting cabin, and behind the dogs, several heavily armed orcs marched in tight formation. 
 
    By his reckoning from the image, he had a fifteen minute lead, but since he was moving more slowly, he would be caught soon. If he tossed the food, he could probably outrun them but might struggle to find more. If he kept the food, he would have to fight, and with only the dull knife, he didn’t like his odds. He tried to quicken his pace, but the sack was awkward and made him lean more towards the shoulder it was slung over. From being off-balance, he stumbled on fallen branches and slipped on dry pine needles, and the missteps cost him more time than he gained. But he had decided to keep the food and deal with the dogs and soldiers when they caught him. He had been too hungry for too long. 
 
    The dark fear continued to grow as twilight faded to night, and he could hear the dogs sniffing and panting behind him not more than a few hundred yards. They would catch him within the hour, so he prepared a strategy for dealing with the dogs. Back home, dogs were used solely to guard premises and to locate victims buried in cave-ins, so he had little knowledge of how they hunted and attacked prey. To him, his best bet was to find a fallen branch that could be used as a club, so he scoured the forest floor before him for one that looked sturdy enough to work. He tried several, but each one was too rotten, breaking and crumbling as he smacked it against the ground. Finally, he found one that was thick and solid. 
 
    He made his way to a mound, the highest ground he could reach, and laid the pack against a pine. He tucked the knife into his belt and readied the club. The dogs came up the mound after him and fanned out around him. One dog crouched before him and barked in a shrill, annoying yelp, and Roskin swung at it with a steady well-aimed blow, but the dog jumped back just out of reach. As Roskin was fully extended, a dog to his right bit into his side, and as the dwarf turned to hit that one, it let go and jumped back and another bit his other side. Within moments, the dogs had him on the ground, and if the orcs had not called for them to heel, they would have ripped him apart. With that, his flight from slavery was over. 
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    Chapter 11 
 
    Evil Blade 
 
      
 
    Crushaw walked the streets of Koshlonsen in search of the brokerage house that had sold Roskin. He wore his sword in the open, letting the brokers know its danger, and he carried himself as one who has forsaken all fears of death, his eyes cold and unyielding, his face hard like unquarried stone. On the streets that day, any who glanced his way saw the calculating, ruthless warrior he had once been. 
 
    Molgheon and Vishghu had remained camped outside of town and well off the road. If either of them was spotted in this area, they could be captured as slaves and sold, even with Crushaw wearing the general’s uniform. He had no papers, and they bore no brands, so any could claim them as property. 
 
    For his part, Crushaw was glad to be alone in the city. He felt free and unencumbered. For his entire life, he had been under someone’s charge, and at seventy-five, he liked not having to report to anyone. Still, being around so many orcs made him uneasy, and every time he made eye contact with one, he had to resist the urge to draw his blade. 
 
    Koshlonsen was originally an elfin city at the southern border of the Koorleine Kingdom, and some of the original woodcraft remained on the oldest buildings. When Theodore the Daring of the Great Empire had conquered the Koorleine elves three hundred years before, he had burned most of the elfin cities, leaving little as proof of their existence. But he had captured Koshlonsen and turned it into a trade route between the humans and the orcs; and as the Great Empire became more and more involved in trafficking slaves, it became the hub of the industry, and the free population became mostly orc. Beyond the southern walls were the wilds, broken and arid lands of poisonous beasts and lethal heat, which kept runaway slaves from getting far. To the north, the Koorleine Forest stretched for a hundred miles, and the trees of the ancient woods were so wild and thick that those who strayed from the main roads were rarely seen again. Some whispered that deep in the forests the last of the elves had begun to rebuild, but not even the most skilled soldiers could scout the area to learn the truth. 
 
    While the older parts of the city were beautifully crafted by elfish hands and had been built to survive epochs, the newer areas built by humans and orcs were crude, wooden structures thrown together as quickly and cheaply as possible. Few of those buildings had any adornment, and most were a weathered gray. Black smoke billowed from the smokestacks of industrial shops, and a layer of soot clung to every smooth surface. After just a few hours in the city, Crushaw felt the grime on his bare face and neck. 
 
    As he moved from one brokerage house to another, the old man’s war-hardened heart pitied the slaves. The newly captured had a countenance of terror that touched him, and the lifelong slaves moved with an all-too-familiar slouch and shuffle. Fifty-five years removed from his own bondage, he recognized the defeat in their eyes as if he had never left. And like Roskin, the dissonance of the slave blocks was a noise he would never forget. 
 
    He hadn’t spoken orcish since escaping bondage, but as he went from shop to shop, the language came back to him like a slow rain on a dry field. He conversed with several brokers, and none remembered a tall Tredjard with a mangled ear, but because of the uniform and his effort with the language, he was treated courteously. Orcs appreciated when dignitaries from the Great Empire spoke their tongue. Most of the brokers suggested other shops to visit, and some wanted to show him new dwarves as a replacement for the one he had lost. By late afternoon he was tired from the fruitless repetition and was on the verge of calling it a day, but one orc finally remembered hearing of such a dwarf. The gangly creature made exaggerated hand motions while offering directions to where he thought Roskin had been. 
 
    “How long ago?” Crushaw asked. 
 
    “Two months, at least.” 
 
    “And this broker sold him?” 
 
    “Oh yes. A nice price, too. Your rock-brain was a fine beast.” 
 
    Crushaw choked down the urge to kill the orc and excused himself. He hurried down the streets to the shop and barely caught the broker before it closed down for the day. He went through his explanation about his servant being kidnapped while they were traveling through the conquered Ghaldeon lands. 
 
    “You can’t trust any of those rock-brains,” the orc said, nodding his understanding. “The one who brought him to me is especially sly.” 
 
    “Once I retrieve my boy, I’ll pay a visit to that villain.” 
 
    “Come, my friend. Join me for supper and we’ll discuss your property later.” 
 
    Crushaw didn’t want to eat among orcs, but he knew that once they had decided to have a meal, they would conduct no business until their bellies were full. He nodded in agreement and walked beside the orc to a restaurant near the shop. A wave of revulsion washed over him as they went inside, for the sight reminded him of his only visit inside the big house. He had been sixteen and was by far the biggest and strongest slave on that plantation. The masters were considering him for a leisure slave instead of a field hand, but they got more joy from watching Tredjards kill Tredjards than anything, so he had remained in the sugarcane. Inside the big house, he had stood in the study and listened as the masters discussed his fate like they might a prize hog. The luxury and comfort of the study had dazzled him, and that taste of life beyond the field spawned the need to escape. From that day, it had been his obsession. 
 
    The restaurant had similar luxury, with thick mahogany tables and high-backed chairs. Linen tablecloths and dwarven silver adorned the tables, and oil canvasses of long dead human and orc slave traders covered the walls. Orcs sat three and four to a table and discussed the day’s business and local politics, and the orc with Crushaw joined a table of three. It introduced the pseudo-general to the others and took a seat. Crushaw made eye contact with them and quickly studied the room before sitting himself. 
 
    “What do you think of our little town?” the nearest orc asked before taking a sip of its brown soup. 
 
    “Quite a place,” Crushaw said, keeping his left hand on the hilt of his sword, just in case. 
 
    “Our nations do good business here, your Excellency,” the orc directly across from him said. “Who knew rock-brains and wood-heads could be so valuable?” 
 
    “Here, here.” The others orcs agreed, toasting the question. 
 
    “What’s your name, General?” 
 
    “In Black Rock, I am known as Crushaw, General of the Northern Plains, Bane of Ogres.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of you, your Excellency. You defeated the Glilglock Clan with only two regiments.” 
 
    “It’s an honor to meet such a dignified leader of the Great Empire.” 
 
    “What leads you to this end of your empire? Are the ogre wars over?” 
 
    “For me, yes.” 
 
    “Now, now, General, you can tell these boys your business here. They are my friends.” 
 
    Crushaw retold the lie about Roskin, and two of the others remembered the dwarf. They congratulated the other orc on its profit on the transaction. 
 
    “Right place, right time, boys. But it seems my profits are ill-gotten. The rock-brain that sold him to me will have to pay for that treachery.” 
 
    “Leave him to me,” Crushaw said. “His crimes are against Emperor Vassa, may she reign eternally.” 
 
    “Of course, General. Now, let’s enjoy some supper.” 
 
    After living with Kwarck and eating the healthiest foods of the finest quality, Crushaw didn’t think he could eat the brown soup of some dreary meat and lumpy broth. But he couldn’t offend his hosts for fear of losing Roskin’s trail, so he imagined himself back in the slave-house kneeling at the food trough. Whenever he had to do anything unpleasant, like torturing an ogre for information or pulling an arrow from a soldier, he thought about the slop, leftovers from the big house mashed together in a barrel, usually with bugs mixed in. Compared to those meals, the soup was rather enjoyable. 
 
    After supper, his hosts moved from the dining area into a back room where other orcs sipped expensive liquors from fine glasses. The room was filled with plush sofas and cushioned chairs, and a chamber orchestra played soft music just below the din of conversation. In his travels to Vassa’s palace, he had been to similar gatherings, the back rooms of exclusive restaurants where the real business of a nation is conducted. While his soldiers bled and died on the field, well-born aristocrats divvied up the lands that they had not even conquered yet. 
 
    After his one trip to the big house, he began to study the plantation. On those lands, no soldiers were stationed nearby, and the slaves were barely watched at all. The overseers ruled through fear and perpetual crushing of spirits. Most of his fellow slaves were like him, born into bondage with little sense of their kin, and it was forbidden for them to learn any reading or writing or math, and any caught teaching a slave was killed without question. But there were a handful of elves who secretly taught any that were willing to learn, and from the elves, Crushaw had learned during the night to speak the common tongue and some elfish. He had also learned to crudely read and write orcish, elfish, and common. 
 
    Because the orcs believed elves and dwarves to be inferior beings, they let the slaves guard themselves, and outside of the teaching elves and a few newly caught dwarves, most of the slaves were so deeply ingrained with self-loathing that they willingly embraced bondage. Many times, Crushaw had seen escape plans or revolts undone by a snitch among the slaves, so as he made his own plans, he told no one. 
 
    “I sold your rock-brain to the Slithsythe Plantation for 5,000 gold pieces,” the orc said. “To get him back, you’ll have to offer some compensation. I’ve already invested that money in other slaves, so it would be impossible for me to retrieve it.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of gold,” Crushaw said, feigning concern. He had no intention of bartering for his friend. 
 
    “I wish I could help. I feel awful that I’ve made so much for an illegal transaction.” 
 
    “Yeah, but not bad enough to relinquish the gold,” one of the other orcs chided. 
 
    “As I said, it’s already invested.” 
 
    “Think nothing of that,” Crushaw said. “My emperor will pay any price. She is both wise and just.” 
 
    “To Emperor Vassa,” the orcs toasted. 
 
    Crushaw had no glass, so he couldn’t join the toast. He was ready to leave this place and be away from these creatures, but he still needed directions. The orcs sensed his discomfort and called for a gray and bent dwarf who shuffled to them. 
 
    “Bring our friend a drink, you old slug.” 
 
    “Of course, masters,” the dwarf returned in very poor orcish. “What would master like?” 
 
    “Just water,” Crushaw answered. The old dwarf nodded and shuffled away. 
 
    “Once they’re old like that,” an orc from another group said. “They’re hard to motivate.” 
 
    “So true,” one of Crushaw’s party replied. “Old, they are basically worthless.” 
 
    Crushaw’s temper began to rise, and he had to grit his teeth. These beasts that had never done an honest day’s work couldn’t understand the toll of the fields. He remembered how the older slaves struggled to rise in the mornings, how their joints and backs constantly ached, how their spirits were broken. 
 
    When the old slave returned with the water, Crushaw tried to make eye contact with him, wanting to let him know that he wasn’t one of them, but the slave kept his eyes towards the ground, waiting for the orcs to excuse him. 
 
    “Did you ever fight against the rock-brains or wood-heads, General?” 
 
    “Only ogres. The dwarves were two far west for my army, and the elves were beaten well before my day.” 
 
    “Tell us a story from the front, your Excellency.” 
 
    Crushaw thought for a minute, trying to remember a specific tale that might amuse his hosts. He could remember images and pieces of battles, but he couldn’t think of a full story, so instead, he told about torturing an especially tough ogre. The beast had endured four days of Crushaw’s worst wrath, and while its body was broken beyond repair, it wouldn’t give up any information. 
 
    “This thing was tougher than any man or beast I’ve ever known, but it knew where its army was dug in, and I had to get that out of it. Every bone in its arms and legs were broken, and it was blind in both eyes, so my last real option was to skin it.” 
 
    The orcs gasped and make gagging noises. 
 
    “That beast didn’t break until the skin was gone from both legs and most of its back. It was almost a shame that its will broke before it died a few minutes later, but I was glad to have the location.” 
 
    The entire room was silent, and every orc was staring at him. Crushaw drained his water and swallowed with a loud gasp. 
 
    “Well, General, let’s retire from this place,” the orc that had sold Roskin said, breaking the silence. “I won’t let you sleep anywhere but my house tonight.” 
 
    After saying farewell to its companions, the orc led him out the back door, and they wound through a series of side streets until they reached a two-story house from the elfin days. The walkway in front was paved with basalt from Sturdeon and lined with holly bushes. Large windows with finely crafted shutters faced the main street, and the front door was carved with images of elves hunting in the forest. Once inside, Crushaw felt the age of house from the smells of the wooden foundation and the wear on the floors and doors. By his best estimation, the house was at least four hundred years old. 
 
    “It’s magnificent, isn’t it?” the orc asked. 
 
    “Very nice.” 
 
    “I’ll give the wood-heads this much: they are fine craftsmen.” 
 
    The orc introduced Crushaw to its family, a wife and three young orcs. The wife was shy and timid, barely speaking above a whisper as she said hello, but the young ones were loud and rowdy as they played hide and seek. Crushaw remembered how the orc children used to play in the fields while the slaves worked. Many times he had wanted to hack one to pieces with his machete as it danced and pranced around him while he sweated in the blistering heat. 
 
    “Do you have any young ones, General?” the orc asked. 
 
    Crushaw shrugged. 
 
    “They are a joy.” 
 
    The man and orc retired to the orc’s study, where papers were scattered on the desk and floor. The orc apologized for the mess as it cleared a place for Crushaw to sit. When both were settled, the orc produced a bottle of dark liquor from its desk. It pulled the cork and took a long draw before offering the bottle to Crushaw. 
 
    “No thank you,” the old man said, studying a set of weapons mounted on the wall. There were several deadly looking knives and two well-crafted throwing axes. 
 
    “I admire your will, General. Few can stay away from a drink. That shows your strength.” 
 
    “I’m just curious,” Crushaw said, changing the subject quickly. He had little desire to discuss his problems with an orc. “How many slaves do you sell every month?” 
 
    “Well, it varies.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “On average, I’d say fifty or so.” 
 
    “Do you ever sell whole families?” 
 
    “Goodness no. Never.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “The same reason we don’t teach them to read and write. If you give a slave a parent or a brother to bond with, they don’t work as hard. If you let them read, before you know it they have their heads full of ideas they don’t really comprehend. It’s best to keep a slave dumb and lonely and fearful of the lash.” 
 
    “In war, my men always feared me, and loneliness was part of the job,” Crushaw said, his eyes distant and his voice soft. 
 
    “General, there are those of us who are born to lead and rule, and then there are the other ninety percent who have neither the brains nor the conviction to care for themselves.” 
 
    “My soldiers were little better than slaves.” 
 
    “You are one of us, one of the nobles. Your men followed because you led. Had it not been you, they would’ve followed another.” 
 
    Crushaw looked at the orc as if seeing it for the first time. The creature’s eyes were dark and detached, and its expression was that of one who had never thought about more than commerce and wealth, a heartless expression that sickened the old man. Crushaw wanted to draw his blade and behead the monster where it sat. 
 
    The day he had escaped the plantation the weather had been lousy for weeks, and the fields were streaked with gullies, and much of the crop had been washed away. He had been twenty years old, and after four years of studying the overseers and his fellow slaves, he had realized that all he needed to do to escape was slip out of the slave quarters in the middle of the night. If no one saw or heard him, he could have a head start of several hours because the overseers slept through the night until two hours before sunrise. He had learned enough from the elves to know that he needed to travel north across difficult terrain, but in his mind, even death in the wilds was preferable to another day in bondage. 
 
    He had wanted to say goodbye to some of the elves and dwarves, but he didn’t trust anyone. His plan was simple and crude, but it hinged on secrecy. Without his head start, he would be tracked down before reaching the wilds, which were at least twenty miles away. Once he reached those lands, the orcs wouldn’t pursue him too deeply, so he needed as much distance between himself and the dogs as possible. 
 
    He had waited until two hours after dark, which had come early because of the thick, low clouds that dropped sheets of rain, and he had used the noise of the rain on the metal roof of the slave quarters to hide the creak of the door. Once outside, he had plodded through the ankle deep mud until he was at the edge of the farthest field. When he had reached that point, he had only paused for a moment from a feeling of doubt that ran through him like a cold shiver, but he had quickly regained his resolve and crossed over the fence to the grasslands that separated the plantation from the wilds. 
 
    He had marched all night, the hammering rain stinging his arms and face as he moved. When he had reached the wilds, he hadn’t hesitated at all. Instead, he had quickened his pace as the soft grasses and sloppy mud gave way to heavy, coarse sand and the rain tapered off to a drizzle, then nothing. 
 
    “To reach the Slithsythe Plantation, you have to travel the Crimson Road across the wilds. There are several oases along the way, so you don’t have to worry about water.” 
 
    “How far?” 
 
    “It will take a few days to get across the wilds, then maybe a week to the plantation. Don’t stray from the road, though. The wilds will claim you.” 
 
    “I have heard,” Crushaw said, unable to stifle his smile. 
 
    He had made it across them. It had taken two weeks, and he had fought many strange beasts along the way, but he had made it. Once he had gotten into the lands of the Great Empire, he had been safe because orcs could not recapture human slaves there. Dwarves and elves were caught and returned on the rare occasions they escaped, but if humans could make it into the empire, they were safe. 
 
    “When you clear the wilds, the Crimson Road forks. Stay to the east, and you will reach the plantation.” 
 
    “Good. I will leave first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    “Again, I am sorry for this situation. I pride myself as an honest broker.” 
 
    “Your help and hospitality will be rewarded by the emperor, may her health stay strong.” 
 
    “Here, here.” 
 
    Crushaw explained that he was tired from his travels and was ready for bed. The orc led him from the study to a bedroom on the second floor. The old man didn’t like being upstairs, but it would have to do. The orc showed him the washroom and a linen closet, and Crushaw cleaned the grime from his bare skin before retiring to the bedroom. 
 
    He had no wish to sleep in that house, so he sat in a chair by the window and waited for the orcs to go to bed themselves. As he waited, he thought about killing the broker and its family before he left. The beast deserved to have its throat slit for selling his friend, but he knew that if he killed them, a dispatch of soldiers would chase him across the wilds. He and his companions would already be vastly outnumbered at the plantation, so he resisted the temptation and let the orc and its family live. 
 
    Once the orcs were asleep, he returned to the study and removed the knives and axes from the wall. Since he would be facing superior numbers, he wanted more than one sword at his disposal. From the markings on the blades and handles, he knew that the knives had been crafted by elves and were extremely old. The axes were Tredjard and had been forged within Crushaw’s lifetime. He was glad to liberate such fine weapons from the possession of an orc. 
 
    Once he had the weapons secured in a leather sack, he quietly slipped out the front door and, from the stars, made his way back to where Molgheon and Vishghu waited. As he neared the campsite, he called like an owl to let them know that he was alone, but Molgheon still had her bow trained on him when he came into their sight. 
 
    “Took you long enough,” she said, replacing the arrow in her quiver. 
 
    “It wasn’t fun. Get packed.” 
 
    “We already are,” Vishghu returned. 
 
    “Good. We’ll travel all night to get away from this cursed place.” He placed the sack with the weapons in the back of the wagon. 
 
    “Any trouble?” Molgheon asked, climbing into the wagon. 
 
    Crushaw didn’t answer. Instead, he climbed into the seat and released the brake. Vishghu mounted her buffalo and rode alongside the wagon as they made a wide arc around the city. When they reached the southern side, they found the Crimson Road and started into the wilds. Throughout the night, the temperature dropped to freezing, and disturbances of predators taking down prey rolled across the desolate land. 
 
    “Be on your best guard,” he cautioned. “You’ve never seen the likes of what lurks out there.” 
 
    “I guess you have,” Vishghu snorted. 
 
    Crushaw didn’t respond. 
 
    “Just keep alert,” Molgheon said sharply. 
 
    They traveled for several miles, and the horse and the buffalo grew more and more uneasy the deeper they went. For nearly half an hour, Crushaw had noticed a beast stalking them from their left. He couldn’t be sure, but its outline was like a sand lion, the deadliest predator of the wilds. On his previous journey across, none of those beasts had attacked him, but he had seen them take down prey. It was a sight to behold. Many stood six feet tall at the shoulder and their paws were as large as a dwarf’s torso. Their claws were as long as daggers and could rip flesh as well as any blade. They lived in prides of twenty to thirty, with a dominate male that hunted for the rest. 
 
    “Whatever happens,” he whispered to Molgheon. “Go to Roskin.” 
 
    “What’s out there?” she asked, glancing over his shoulder. 
 
    “A nightmare. Warn the ogre.” 
 
    Crushaw drew his sword and held it with his right hand while he continued to hold the reins with his left. Molgheon motioned for Vishghu to ride closer to the wagon, and the ogre, a look of terror on her face, obeyed the dwarf’s request. 
 
    “When it attacks, stay with the horse. Others creatures might come.” 
 
    He handed the reins over to Molgheon and readied himself for the charge. As he had always experienced in battle, his pulse dropped and a sense of calm washed through him. 
 
    The sand lion burst from the darkness with a speed that defied its massive size. It sprang towards the wagon, its mouth agape for the attack, and luckily for the travelers, its first pounce struck the wagon’s left wheel. The wood cracked and snapped and the wagon tipped on its side from the impact. Crushaw leapt from his seat as the wagon flipped and caught hold of the lion’s coarse mane with his left hand. He pulled himself onto its back and stabbed it with his sword. The lion’s thick muscles kept the blade from penetrating deeply, and it rolled onto its side to rid itself of the rider. 
 
    Crushaw rolled himself, just clearing the beast’s haunches, and jumped to his feet. The lion came to all fours and charged him. It swung one of its paws, but the warrior coolly slipped aside of the blow and stabbed again. His blade barely pierced skin, and the lion sprang at him, its front legs and claws outstretched. Crushaw tried to sidestep again, but the length of the lion’s leg struck him, knocking him backwards. The lion was over him before he could recover, and it brought its mouth down to catch his throat, but he managed to raise his left arm to block the bite. The lion’s teeth hit against the plate vambrace, and the metal gave but did not puncture. The lion released its grip, and its hot breath was right in the warrior’s face. 
 
    Suddenly, the lion gave a sharp yelp and fell to its side. Vishghu stood over it and quickly brought her club down on its head to end the fight. Crushaw lay still for a moment, trying to catch his breath, but the ogre reached down and grabbed his shoulder. 
 
    “We have to get moving,” she said, pulling him to his feet. 
 
    “This dwarven armor is well-made,” he said, holding up his arm to look at the teeth marks. “My arm should be gone.” 
 
    At the wagon, Molgheon had managed to unhitch the horse, and other than being scared, it was unharmed from the attack. The wagon, however, was beyond repair. Crushaw and Vishghu gathered the equipment and repacked what had been spilled. Then, they loaded as much as they could onto the buffalo and horse. The rest they divided between the three of them and continued on their way. 
 
    Sunrise was not far away, and the southeastern horizon began to lighten. Slowly, the light increased, revealing the cinnamon landscape of rocky dirt and sparsely scattered sagebrush. Tufts of thick, yellow grasses grew randomly along the uneven ground. As the sun rose, the predators retreated into hiding, and small herds of herbivores ventured out to graze. The Crimson Road, which got its name as much from the red blocks lining the path as from the blood that had been spilled along it, stretched to the horizon. At intervals, large bones of various animals could be seen along the roadside. 
 
    “We’ll sleep through the day,” Crushaw said. “It’ll be safer than at night.” 
 
    They found a good campsite near a sagebrush tree and tethered their animals to its trunk. Then, the travelers went to sleep until the early afternoon. When they awoke, Molgheon shot a wild hare, and Crushaw cleaned it for breakfast. Once the meal was complete, they continued on their journey and reached the first oasis well before sunset. 
 
    The Crimson Road had been marked by Theodore the Daring’s daughter, Penlough the Adventurer. She had believed in her father’s vision of connecting Koshlonsen to the orc lands and had gone into the wilds with two hundred veteran soldiers. It took two years to create a path that connected to several oases, and when she was finished, she returned to Koshlonsen with only twenty-five soldiers. The Crimson Road, however, proved to be a valuable route for both nations, and Penlough had been lavished with riches. 
 
    At the first oasis, the travelers filled their water-skins and drank heartily from the spring. The canopy of the oasis was dominated by fan palms with thick underbrush of squaw waterweed and arrowweed. The plants weren’t in season, which allowed the travelers to see well enough to avoid any creatures that might be lurking. Every year in the springtime, many orcs and humans were killed at an oasis by a snake or leopard curled up in the brush, but the travelers had no such ill-fortune and were able to continue on their way quickly. 
 
    That night passed without any major encounters, and they were able to sleep well the next morning. Again, they woke in the early afternoon, had breakfast of freshly caught wild game, and resumed the march. That evening, when the temperature dropped and heat escaped from the arid land, they encountered eight orcs traveling from the south. Crushaw had removed his gambeson after the fight with the sand lion and wore only the hauberk and vambrace, offering no insignia. As they approached, the orcs kept their hands on their weapons, and one spoke in poor common: 
 
    “What come you to land this?” 
 
    “Relax, friend, I am from the court of Emperor Vassa, may her life be long and sustained,” Crushaw returned in orcish. 
 
    “You speak our tongue well, stranger,” another orc said. “Almost native.” 
 
    “I had a good teacher.” 
 
    “Answer the question,” the first orc said gruffly. 
 
    “I am traveling with my servants to the Slithsythe Plantation.” 
 
    “On what business?” 
 
    “That is between my emperor and the masters of that plantation.” 
 
    “Something’s not right about this,” a third orc said. “I know that dialect.” 
 
    “Me too,” a fourth added. 
 
    “It’s spoken in the northeast, at the Seershythe Plantation,” the third continued. 
 
    The name made Crushaw’s blood run cold, and he rubbed his hip instinctively. From his movement, the orcs drew their weapons. Crushaw froze at the sight of the orcish swords. For forty-five years he had charged into teeming lines of ogres, each wanting him dead. He had never been afraid of any enemy’s weapon, but the orcs’ swords sent terror through his heart. In that moment, images from the plantation flooded him, and he stepped backwards from them. 
 
    With her club, Vishghu smashed the chest of the orc nearest to her, and as it fell it tripped the one behind it. She killed them both before they could get to their feet. Molgheon shot the one closest to her and dove from the swipe of another. When she hit the ground, she rolled to her left, spilling several arrows, but she recovered in time to scurry away from a third orc that tried to stab her. Crushaw saw the orc’s arm coming down, and he felt the metal strike his mail, but it was like a dream. The orc’s sword bounced off his left arm, bruising his bicep deeply, and he saw a second swing at his head, but his legs were like slabs, unable to move. 
 
    Vishghu thrust her club into the orc aiming at Crushaw’s head, and it collapsed with a grunt. Then, she hit the other orc with an uppercut from the end of her club. It staggered backwards, dark blood oozing from its gray mouth, and she finished it off with a whack to the side of its head. Molgheon had managed to get enough space between herself and the two chasing her to shoot one through the throat. It collapsed with a squeal that faded into a gurgle. Then, she shot the seventh orc in the chest, and it collapsed at her feet. 
 
    The eighth orc had turned and run as soon as it saw the ogre kill the first two. It was nearly a quarter mile ahead of them, and Molgheon reached for an arrow to shoot it before it got out of her range, but her quiver was empty. Vishghu turned and yelled at Crushaw to help, but the old man had slipped to his knees where he stared at the dying eyes of the orcs nearest to him. Vishghu got to her buffalo and gave chase. 
 
    “If he gets away, we’ll have an army waiting for us,” the ogre called. 
 
    Molgheon gathered her arrows and reloaded her quiver. Then, she went to Crushaw and stood beside him. 
 
    “You okay, Red?” she asked, putting an arm across his shoulders. 
 
    “I was scared. After all these years, they still scare me.” 
 
    “It’s okay. It happens.” 
 
    “Not to me.” 
 
    He stood, drew his sword, and stabbed the orc before him. It twitched for a moment and was still. Then, Crushaw went to each one and stabbed them all to make sure they were dead. When he finished, he dragged the bodies off the road with Molgheon’s help. Once the road was clear, he suggested that they try to catch the ogre in case she was having trouble. Molgheon agreed and got the horse, but Crushaw marched away swiftly, his long legs putting distance between himself and the dwarf. He didn’t want her to see his shame, and he needed time to clear his head. He had never frozen like that, had never felt fear before an enemy, but even after a lifetime of embracing death, he was still under sway of the lash. Since escaping, he had convinced himself that he had not been scared of them, but now he knew that nothing could be more untrue. They were still the masters and he was the slave. Running away from them had been easy, but raising his sword to strike them was a different matter.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Death Nears 
 
      
 
    Even in winter, the afternoon temperature on the Slithsythe Plantation can reach the upper eighties, and the sun, while not as brutal as in summer, can still blister skin. As punishment for trying to escape, Roskin had been tied face-down to a wooden post and left shirtless throughout the day. Once his skin was sunburned, he was lashed until his pants were soaked with blood. At first, he gritted his teeth and tried to withstand the pain, but after a few strikes, he began to moan. Then, his moans became pleas and finally bellows for mercy. Every field-hand on the plantation was forced to watch, and while the overseer sweated and grunted from the exertion, the lowly orcs ridiculed the dwarf, tossing rotten food and dried feces at his face. 
 
    He was at the end of his threshold, unable to endure much more. Again, he called out for mercy, and as he did, he rose from the post like fog from a river basin. Like in a dream, he saw himself still tied down with the overseer lashing him mercilessly, but he was no longer there. He floated above the plantation and drifted north. For a moment, he thought he saw Crushaw, Molgheon, and Vishghu just beyond the plantation, but he was moving too fast to be sure. He raced across the wilds and over Koshlonsen. Then, he was skimming just above the canopy of the Koorleine Forest. The sounds of birds rose up and soothed him. Then, he saw an elfin settlement in the trees, and a part of him stirred much like when he had first seen the gates at the Kireghegon Halls. 
 
    Along the canopy, the main platform connected several large trees for nearly a hundred yards. The structure was wooden and stained to camouflage with the forest. Had he been on the floor, Roskin didn’t think he would have seen it. Small towers extended from the platform every twenty yards, and archers stood watch in each tower. Houses were built near the trunks, and their architecture was like that of Koshlonsen, simple and elegant, but every structure was built to blend with the trees. 
 
    He drifted beyond that place before he could see more, but there were other settlements throughout the heart of the forest. Most were obviously Koorleine, having clearly defined platforms and houses, but other settlements were much more crude and more a part of the trees instead of built onto them, more nests than buildings. Roskin had never seen anything like them, but he knew immediately that they were Loorish, the wild elves who had been driven from their own lands – his kin. 
 
    As he tried to absorb the designs and layouts of the different settlements, he suddenly dove into the forest and landed softly on the bough of a Loorish home. He sat in the crook of the bough and enjoyed the peacefulness of the forest for what might have been a minute or an hour. Time meant little. His wounds didn’t hurt, and the shame and loneliness of being a slave had melted away. He was simply Roskin, the core of himself. 
 
    A pair of hands began stroking his hair, but he didn’t jump from the sensation, for they were the softest touch he had ever felt. If he could have stayed on that bough and let those hands soothe him for the rest of his life, he would have done so. His need for battle and glory was gone, and the Brotherhood was just out of reach of memory. For the first time in many years, he was home. 
 
    He turned and looked at the Loorish elf who touched him so, and her smile embraced him warmly. Her intense features – the sharp nose, long chin, smooth cheeks, and thin lips – were as familiar as his own reflection, for he had seen them his whole life. The fierceness of her eyes had faded but had been replaced by hard-won wisdom and understanding. Her smile turned to tears as she wrapped her arms around him. 
 
    “My baby boy.” 
 
    “Is this a dream? Am I dead?” 
 
    “No, I heard your call.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You called for me.” 
 
    “But how did I get here?” he asked, looking around at the other nest-like homes. 
 
    “We are elves,” she answered. “Your life is bound to ours with a thread stronger than iron. If you listen, you can feel any of your kin.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you come?” he asked, his temper flaring. “All those years, you never heard me before.” 
 
    She took his face in her hands and held him tenderly. 
 
    “I heard you every time, but you didn’t need me until now.” 
 
    “I always needed you. You are my mother. I needed you my whole life.” 
 
    “No, you were always surrounded by love, and my place was helping others to these woods. This thing I’ve done, bringing you here, is a greater gift than you can know.” 
 
    “Am I free from them?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not. You’ll have to go back soon.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Yes, you can,” she said. “You are dwarf and elf. Your ancestors endured much worse than this.” 
 
    “My body is broken,” he said, looking down at the thick underbrush. While the pain was gone, its memory made him shiver. “I’ve been broken.” 
 
    “Nonsense! What if your father heard that?” 
 
    Roskin shrugged. 
 
    “You are the Eleventh Heir to the Eighth Kingdom. Never forget that.” 
 
    He nodded and looked into her black eyes. She smiled again, but before he could reach out to her, he began to recede from the bough. In an instant, he was back on the post, needing water but finding himself alone. He wasn’t sure if his mother had been a delusion or not, but he closed his eyes and tried to remember her face and touch. 
 
      
 
    Crushaw sat beside the smoldering campfire and watched the embers fade. Molgheon had gone to scout the plantation, and Vishghu was dozing near the horse and buffalo. He had been trying to understand why he was still terrified of the orcs, but nothing made sense. His heart had never known pity for a foe, and he hated orcs with fervor. He didn’t fear death, but at the moment those orcs had drawn their weapons, his terror had been acute. During his years in battle, he had always wanted an opportunity to face them in fair combat. He was ashamed that when the moment had come, he had not taken it. 
 
    Even worse, he could see in Vishghu’s eyes that she didn’t trust going into battle with him. Molgheon was not as judgmental about his cowardice, and he was sure that was because of her experience with war. She had seen her share of valiant dwarves lose their nerves on the field, but Vishghu knew little of war. In her eyes, Crushaw saw that she believed him to be a weakling and a coward, despite how easily he had disarmed her at Kwarck’s gate. 
 
    And Crushaw was unsure of himself. In less than twelve hours, he would be on the Slithsythe Plantation surrounded by orcs, and he didn’t know if he would charge into them with foolhardy bloodlust or freeze again. He wanted to believe that given a second chance he would draw his weapon and strike down as many as he could, but he was full of doubt. 
 
    Molgheon returned from her scouting and sat beside him. She took a stick and stirred the embers, and sparks popped and rose into the darkness. For a moment, flames washed through the nearly spent wood, but just as quickly, they died, and the coals glowed orange in the winter air. 
 
    “Roskin’s there. He’s lashed to a post and hurt bad, poor thing. But I’m afraid there’s bad news, Red,” she said. “This won’t be easy.” 
 
    “We knew that.” 
 
    “There’s a military outpost on the plantation,” she said, drawing an outline in the dirt. She sketched all the major buildings and the post on which Roskin was tied. “I saw at least thirty soldiers.” 
 
    He was silent, considering the makeshift map and calculating a strategy. 
 
    “I’ll still follow you in there,” Molgheon continued. “No dwarf should be left to them, but I don’t see a way to make this work.” 
 
    “We can figure at least thirty more in the barracks, maybe more,” Crushaw said. “We have at least seven hours until sunlight. Get some sleep. You’ll be sneaking back in just before dawn.” 
 
    “I can slip by them easy enough,” she said. 
 
    “Good. Get some rest.” 
 
    She spread out her sleep sack and crawled inside, and within seconds, light snoring drifted out. Crushaw watched the rise and fall of her breathing, and a heavy sadness settled on him. He had led thousands of soldiers to their deaths, but now, he was leading himself to die at the hands of the masters he had escaped. The cruel irony of it was almost too much, but he would not abandon his friend. Even though it would cost him his own life, he would make sure the dwarf would not remain a slave to orcs. With that thought repeating in his mind, he fell asleep by the fire. 
 
      
 
    When Roskin awoke, he was no longer tied to the post. He had been moved to a cage near the barracks with a bucket of water and a tray of slop on the floor. Night had fallen, and he was still alone, except for the patrols around the perimeter and whatever creatures prowled the grasses at night. His back was raw and throbbed from the fresh wounds that stung almost as badly as the arrow punctures had. He struggled with the shackles that bound his wrists and ankles, but they held firm, offering barely enough slack for him to eat and drink. Despite the tremendous pain, he was famished and would have gladly eaten a second helping. 
 
    As he ate, his thoughts turned to his adventures. He had been foolish to chase glory. His life, which now seemed to belong to someone else about whom he had read, had been good, but in his vanity, he had wanted more. Now, he resigned himself to this fate. He would do anything to never feel this pain again. 
 
    His thoughts drifted back even more. When he had been ten, he had watched his father and the Council banish a Kiredurk who refused to do his share of labor. The dwarf had lived in a township just outside of Dorkhun and came from a long line of expert miners, but he had no desire to follow in the family business. He had wanted to be a bard and travel the Kingdom singing tales of yore. Unfortunately, he had been tone-deaf and a poor musician, so no one had wanted him to play even in the lowest of taverns. Still, the dwarf had believed that because he had this passion for singing and playing, he shouldn’t have to do physical labor. Roskin vividly remembered the exchange between the dwarf and the Council. 
 
    “My boy,” King Kraganere had said. “You are not a musician. I can’t allow you to pursue this career. It’s not in the best interest of the Kingdom.” 
 
    “Your Excellency, I cannot subsist in the mines. I am an artist.” 
 
    “Do you paint or sculpt or write poetry?” Master Londragheon, a council member, had asked. 
 
    “No ma’am. I am only a bard.” 
 
    “But you can’t sing well,” she had returned. “You can’t earn a living doing something poorly.” 
 
    “I’m a poor miner, too.” 
 
    “Then, you do not have to be a miner,” the king had responded. “Find something else you do well.” 
 
    “But I love music.” 
 
    “Loving something is not enough to pursue a career. You must exhibit some capacity for it,” Master Sondious, another council member, had said. 
 
    “Perhaps you could try another art,” the king had offered. 
 
    “With all due respect, your Majesty, I don’t want to try anything else. I’ve found my love.” 
 
    “No one is telling you not to play music as a hobby, but you are not a professional,” Master Londragheon had said. 
 
    “My boy, we are not in the habit of expelling Kiredurks as young as you,” the king had said. “Will you return to your township and try something else? You can even stay in Dorkhun or any other city, but you cannot claim music as your profession. Will you try this?” 
 
    The young dwarf shook his head. 
 
    “Then you leave us no choice but to expel you to Rugraknere. Will you please reconsider?” 
 
    “I’ll leave. I’ll be a bard among the outcasts.” 
 
    “May your passage be peaceful. This consideration is closed,” the king had said, striking his silver hammer against a small bell. 
 
    The noise had hung in the air as the council members and the king filed out of the Hall. The young dwarf had stayed put, shuffling his feet on the polished marble floor. Roskin had stayed, too, feeling sorry for the exile. He had believed his father’s ruling unjust and had tried to get it reversed. He had believed that everyone should be able to choose any path they wanted, without interference from an outside force, but now, he saw that he and the young dwarf had been guided by immature indulgences.  
 
    “People should never feel above the whole,” his father had said. “And they should not be so blinded by vanity that they fail to see their limitations.” 
 
    His own vanity had brought him to this point, and he would probably never get to tell his father that he had finally learned the lesson of that banishment. The thought made him so wretched that he wanted to be done with it all. Eventually, he drifted back to sleep and slept fitfully till the sun rose. He had hoped to dream more about his mother, but his dreams had been disjointed and unmemorable. When he reawakened, the lowly orcs were feeding the leisure slaves, and their jeers were eerily welcome to him. 
 
    A handful of the lowly orcs came to his cage and tossed leftovers at him. He scooped up what he could and shoveled it in his mouth, and as he did, the orcs laughed and tossed rotten, greasy vegetables at him. For a moment, his temper flared, but he didn’t want to upset them and bring back the overseer’s wrath. He would gladly endure this mild ridicule to avoid that. The orcs soon grew bored with him and continued on to their day’s labor. Roskin picked the chunks of rot from his skin and pants and tried to get comfortable, but his back made comfort nearly impossible. 
 
    About an hour after breakfast, three soldiers came to his cage and opened it. Two stood on either side of the door with their swords trained on him, and the third stepped inside and hissed at him in orcish. Not knowing what was being said, Roskin stood and hoped to appear obedient. The orc pushed him out of the cage, and the hand on his back almost dropped Roskin to his knees. Grinding his teeth, the dwarf maintained upright posture and walked forward. The two orcs kept their swords on him the entire way to the leisure slave cage, where several other soldiers had already forced the slaves away from the entrance. After the shackles were removed, Roskin was shoved through the entrance and fell face first onto the hard ground. 
 
    The door slammed shut, and the orcs secured the lock within seconds. Roskin tried to stand, but the pain wouldn’t let him. He could see the Tredjards gathering around him, and he was sure that they were going to kill him as retribution for the dwarf he had impaled. He didn’t want to die without fighting back, but he couldn’t push himself up. Any movement from that position sent blinding pain through him, so he braced for the kicks and stomps that were sure to come. 
 
    “Welcome back, tall one,” the dwarf with crazy eyes said, kneeling in front of him. “I’m not usually one to say it, but I told you so.” 
 
    “Get it over with,” Roskin said. “I can’t fight back.” 
 
    “Get what over with?” 
 
    “Kill me. Just get it over with.” 
 
    “For what? For Sweeger?” 
 
    “Poor Sweeger,” another dwarf said. “He never saw it coming.” 
 
    Several other dwarfs murmured agreement. 
 
    “You did what you had to, tall one. We’ll not kill you for that,” crazy eyes said. “Let’s get you up, now.” 
 
    More gently than he would have believed from fighting with them, Roskin was lifted up and carried inside by the leisure slaves. They laid him on his side and covered his back with what pieces of cloth they had. He closed his eyes and drifted in and out of sleep. While awake, he was aware of the dwarves huddled around him like his attendants had been whenever he caught a cold, and while asleep, he dreamed of the mines and of shimmering jewels in torchlight. 
 
      
 
    Crushaw woke three hours before sunrise, but he had never slept more than four or five hours the eve of a battle. He cooked breakfast for all three, replaying his strategy and visualizing what he had to do. When the food was ready, he woke the others and, as they ate, explained his plan. Molgheon was to find a high point and cover them. He and Vishghu would enter as master and slave, and he would use the story of looking for his stolen dwarf. Of course, the orcs would deny having any such property, and he would raise enough of a ruckus to attract several soldiers. Then, he would start the fight, and Vishghu would get to Roskin and free him as fast as she could. Once the dwarf was unchained, Molgheon would slip out to the west, and Vishghu would take Roskin east. Crushaw would flee south, allowing Vishghu and Molgheon to loop back north and make for the wilds. 
 
    “What about you?” Vishghu asked. 
 
    “If I escape, I’ll catch up to you.” 
 
    “And if you don’t?” 
 
    “Your duty is fulfilled.” 
 
    “I’m not used to leaving soldiers behind, Red,” Molgheon said, staring hard at him. 
 
    “We both know the odds,” Crushaw said, not returning her gaze and falling silent. 
 
    Sunrise was still a couple of hours away, and the sounds of the wilderness punctuated his silence. Vishghu went to her buffalo and brushed its thick fur. The beast snorted and stamped from the pleasure. Crushaw sharpened his sword, and Molgheon waxed the string on her bow and checked her arrows. Nearly half an hour later, Crushaw broke their silence: 
 
    “You should get going. Find the highest point you can. Wait for my signal before you fire.” 
 
    “Fight well, Red.” 
 
    “Don’t get caught. Our success depends on cover. Protect Vishghu until she and Roskin are on their way.” When he finished with the instructions, he handed Roskin’s sword to her. “He will want this. Tell him to swing a sword, not sling an axe.” 
 
    After strapping the sword to her belt, Molgheon shook his hand and then disappeared across the grasses. Crushaw rose from his seat and moved to Vishghu. The ogre had finished grooming her mount and was packing camp. 
 
    “When I draw my sword, you head for Roskin. Don’t look back, and don’t stop.” 
 
    “I’ll do my part.” 
 
    “When you return to your people, tell them whatever you want about me.” 
 
    Vishghu turned and finished packing. Crushaw went to the horse and removed his uniform from the sack. He dressed slowly, making sure that his aketon and hauberk were secure and that the gambeson looked neat and official. When satisfied with the fit of the uniform, he spread out the knives and axes on the ground. Using long pieces of leather cord, he tied one knife to each boot along the inside of his calves. Then, he strapped the other two to the lower side of the vambrace on each forearm. The throwing axes were attached to the right side of his belt, and his sword was sheathed to the left. 
 
    “Keep your eyes to the ground. Slaves are never supposed to make eye contact with their masters. Always call me ‘master’ or ‘sir.’ Act like you’ve just been scolded by your mother.” 
 
    “I can do that.” Vishghu smiled in spite of herself. 
 
    “We only need to keep up the ruse for a few minutes, but if they find us out too early, the whole plan is shot.” 
 
    They snuffed out the embers of their fire, and packed the gear on the horse and buffalo. Then, they led the beasts to a sturdy swamp chestnut oak along the edge of a marsh. The tree stood seventy feet high and was two feet thick at the trunk. Its lowest branches were twenty feet from the ground and formed a low crown that spread out like syrup. During his long days in the sugarcane, Crushaw had looked at trees like these with the ache of a lonely sailor. Their distant shade hinted at a life of leisure. If he had come to this land under different circumstances, he would have enjoyed a day by this tree with a pretty companion and a soft blanket, but as it were, its shade would have to wait for him. 
 
    “If we’re lucky,” he said. “Our mounts won’t get eaten while we’re gone.” 
 
    “Maybe luck will fall our way.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    They secured the reins to the trunk and started towards the plantation, which was several miles away. The sun was still an hour and a half from rising, and Crushaw wanted to reach the perimeter just after daylight, so they walked at a crisp but measured pace. As they traveled, he silently rehearsed his part, imagining the conversation and thinking of insults and gestures that would attract soldiers without instigating violence. He wanted a crowd, but he wanted them to be passive until he drew his sword. 
 
    When the plantation came into view, his heart froze at the sight of the fields and the big house. Other than the barracks, the layout of this place was much like the Seershythe, and as he scanned the horizon, he instantly found where Molgheon had hidden, even though he couldn’t see her. A hundred yards from the barracks and the house, a water tower with a concave roof to collect rain stood fifty feet high. It was a perfect spot for an archer to shoot from without being seen. He also saw the post where Roskin had been tied, but the dwarf was no longer there. His heart froze again. 
 
    “They’ve moved him,” he said. 
 
    “Where to?” They were very near the watchtowers at the main gate. 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t see him.” 
 
    “What should we do?” 
 
    “He’ll either be in the field hand shack or the leisure slave pen,” Crushaw said, pointing at both structures. “Look there as quickly as you can. I’ll lead the soldiers in the opposite direction.” 
 
    “Halt and state your business,” an orc hissed in orcish. 
 
    “I am an emissary from the Great Empire who seeks council with the lords of this house,” Crushaw responded in common, not wanting his dialect to ruin the disguise again. 
 
    “What did he say?” the orc asked its partner. 
 
    “Who knows? Call the Captain. He speaks the barbaric tongue.” 
 
    The first orc climbed down from the tower and scurried towards the barracks. It returned shortly with a squat orc that limped severely on its left leg. 
 
    “What about this?” the orc captain asked in poor common. 
 
    Crushaw repeated his statement. 
 
    “What business about this?” 
 
    “My business is with your lords.” 
 
    “Keep your eyes on them,” the captain said to the other two. “I’ll be back with the major.” 
 
    The captain limped to the big house and returned with a tall and slim orc who seemed more practiced in bookkeeping than warfare. The captain followed him at a close distance. 
 
    “How may I serve you?” the orc major asked in very fluent common. 
 
    “I have traveled from Koshlonsen in search of my property. If your graciousness permits, I ask admittance to your lands.” 
 
    “What property have you lost here?” 
 
    “A good servant was stolen from me, not by your hands, but by a rock-brain from the western mountains. I seek council with your lords to discuss this matter.” 
 
    “I can assure you, we have no stolen property here.” 
 
    “Of course not. You are honest business owners, as am I. That is why I intend to greatly compensate you for your expenses with this property, by authority of Emperor Vassa, may her shadow grow long in the east.” 
 
    “Follow me. You may speak with my lords shortly.” 
 
    Crushaw followed the orc major close enough to smell the sourness of its sweat. He had a knot in his stomach, and his heart thudded against his sternum. The self doubt was still there, and he wasn’t sure if he would be able to strike at them when the time came. He kept thinking that none of them knew that he was once a slave and that by orcish law the brand on his hip meant he still belonged to the Seershythe. All that was keeping him from a return to bondage was a thin piece of cloth. 
 
    Then, another thought came to him. Nothing could ever keep him a slave. No orc or emperor or bottle would take freedom from him again. He was Crushaw, First General of Black Rock Fortress, Butcher of the Northern Plains, Evil Blade. These orcs might take his life, but before they could, he would show them fury they had never imagined. 
 
    “Wait here,” the orc major said, stopping at the steps. 
 
    Crushaw nodded at the major and turned to Vishghu: 
 
    “It’s almost time,” he whispered. “When I start talking to the lords, you start slowly moving towards the field-hands’ building.” 
 
    Vishghu nodded slightly. 
 
    The major returned shortly, leading two orcs that were several years older than Crushaw. Their bent frames moved unsteadily to the top of the steps, where they stopped to wait for Crushaw to address them. As was orcish custom, strangers were never allowed inside the big house on their first visit. Orcs trusted few of their own race, and even fewer of others. Crushaw, blatantly dropping the courtesy he had shown the major, insulted the lords by not moving to the second step. Instead, he stayed on the ground and spoke much too loud. 
 
    “You have in your possession a dwarf that rightly belongs to me.” 
 
    Vishghu took a step back from Crushaw, but the orcs didn’t notice her, for their attention was riveted on him. 
 
    “All of our slaves bear our brand,” the nearest lord said, his tone showing his disdain for the human. “We comply with all orcish laws.” 
 
    “He has a dark beard with white streaks and a mangled ear. I demand my dwarf at once.” 
 
    “Major, escort this pig from our lands. Then, return to my office,” the second lord said in orcish. 
 
    “Stand back, major,” Crushaw said, switching to orcish. “I won’t go so easily.” 
 
    “Kill him, major,” the first lord said briskly. 
 
    “Guards!” the major called, pulling his sword. 
 
    Crushaw waited until several soldiers were within a few yards before he drew his sword. His breathing steadied, his heart rate slowed, and the clearness of thought came over him as it had so many times before. He studied the approaching guards to determine his striking order, and as they got within range, a smile crossed his lips. 
 
    “I’ve never tasted orc blood,” he whispered. “But tonight I drink my fill.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Unbridled Fury 
 
      
 
    From her vantage point atop the water tower, Molgheon watched Crushaw’s sword flash from its sheath and decapitate the nearest orc. Within seconds, the entire platoon lay dead. Vishghu had run towards the field-hands’ shack, and as the ogre ran, Molgheon launched arrows at the few soldiers who tried to stop her. Each arrow found its mark with stunning accuracy. Once Vishghu reached the building and went inside, Molgheon turned back to Crushaw, who was slaying another platoon. He had gotten onto the wrap-around porch of the big house and was forcing the unseasoned soldiers to funnel to him in pairs. The veterans didn’t fall for his trick and were retrieving long-handled halberds and pikes from the barracks, but Molgheon shot several dead as they came out the door, keeping the old man’s advantage. 
 
    Vishghu came out of the shack alone and ran back across the open space, moving to the leisure slaves’ cage. Again, Molgheon covered the ogre as she ran, but only a couple of orcs paid any attention to her. Most were too focused on trying to protect the big house. When Vishghu reached the cage, Molgheon glanced back at Crushaw, and he had reached the eastern side of the house, still using the porch to funnel the orcs. As he backpedaled, the aged general sliced and drew and thrust at the soldiers that chased him, and with each orc that fell, his face contorted more with rage, as if their deaths were insults. 
 
    But he was getting tired. His sword was not flashing as quickly, and his cheeks were flushed. Molgheon had to act quickly, or he would be engulfed. While she had been waiting in the dark, she had affixed a rope to one of the top posts to give herself a quick escape, and now, she rose from her hiding spot and rappelled down the side of the tower. Once on the ground, she ran towards the fallow sugarcane fields, looking for a mass of slaves, and found a large group turning the hard earth with hoes. Around them, two overseers popped their whips on the slaves’ bare backs, trying to control the chaos. 
 
    “Keep working, filthy swine!” one overseer yelled. 
 
    “Don’t mind nothing,” the other called. “Keep your eyes down.” 
 
    As she ran, Molgheon strapped her bow to her back and drew Roskin’s sword. She thrust it into the neck of one, and it slumped to its knees, coughing and spitting blood. The other turned towards her, its mouth agape and the whip limp by its side, but before it could move, a Tredjard smashed its head with the sharp hoe. The orc staggered sideways, fumbling for the gash in its skull. As it fell, several other dwarves hacked at it with their hoes. 
 
    “My kin,” Molgheon yelled, raising the sword. “We’ve come to free you.” 
 
    “Follow the warrior,” the Tredjard who had struck down the overseer shouted to the others. “We are their dogs no more.” 
 
    With that she turned and ran towards the area where she had last seen Crushaw. As they went, other field-hands saw them, and those not being guarded by overseers immediately joined the makeshift army. The ones being guarded turned on their field masters, using whatever tools they happened to hold. By the time Molgheon reached the big house, she had been joined by dozens of Tredjards, Koorleines, and humans. Before them, the trail of dead orcs stretched around the house and to the east, where scores of those still living chased Crushaw. 
 
    “To the orcs!” Molgheon called, waving her troops forward. 
 
    The freed slaves charged them, shouting their native war cries as they went. The mixture of cries grew into a roar of its own, and the sound crashed into the rear of the orcs’ line, causing several to turn around as the wave reached them. As Molgheon rushed into their line, she saw their fear turn to disbelief from the surprise of a slave uprising. 
 
      
 
    Vishghu reached the leisure slave cage and was greeted by a dozen Tredjards who were pressed against the bars, trying to see the chaos near the big house. She was sure that Crushaw had already been killed, which meant that at any minute the entire orc battalion would be upon her. Since she didn’t have much time, she scanned the crowd for Roskin, and when she didn’t see him, she stepped to the door and looked at the lock and hinges. 
 
    “I’m here for Roskin, son of Kraganere,” she said, glancing back at the dwarves. “Is he here?” 
 
    “If you mean the tall one,” the dwarf with crazy eyes returned. “You’ll have to kill us all to get to him.” 
 
    “I’m here to rescue him, you fools. Bring him out, and I’ll bust down this door.” 
 
    “He’s too hurt to bring out.” 
 
    “We don’t have much time. Just get him.” 
 
    “Let us out, and we’ll join the battle.” 
 
    The other dwarves shouted agreement. 
 
    “There’s no battle, only a distraction, and he’s probably dead by now. We gotta get going.” 
 
    “That’s some distraction,” a dwarf with sharp eyes replied. “Because he’s holding off a hundred orcs down there.” 
 
    Vishghu turned around, and in the field to the east of the big house, Crushaw stood alone against a handful of orcs. Behind those few, at least sixty more were beginning to organize, forming a line to surround him. The old man’s sword gleamed in the morning light as it slashed at its foes, and in that moment, Vishghu saw him, her sworn enemy, not as the silhouette of evil that she had been told but as a real person. Never mind that he had frozen once before. Never mind the terror he had unleashed on her people. She had witnessed him throw his body between his companions and certain death not once but twice. That kind of courage was worth saving. She turned back and smashed the door from its hinges. 
 
    Without a word, she raced down the slope with the dwarves close behind. None of them had any weapons, but they charged straight for the right flank of the newly formed orc line anyway. As they neared it, a sound rose up to their left, and Vishghu glanced that way in time to see Molgheon leading her troops into the rear. Then, she was upon the first orc soldier that was wielding a halberd and turning to face her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Crushaw struck down the first orc, a rush of memories came to him: beatings for missing the morning horn, for cutting the sugarcane improperly, for crying too softly, or for failing to wince. As he fought the rest of the platoon, the memories morphed into a white ball of rage that engulfed him, and as each orc fell other memories poured onto the fire. 
 
    When the second platoon began to encircle him, he backed onto the porch and forced them to follow, as he had done against the ogres on the Veshtteign Glacier. His army had found itself outnumbered five to one, so he had ordered a retreat of his main force into a tall and narrow fissure that was only a couple hundred feet deep. The ogres had followed eagerly, knowing the humans had no escape, but Crushaw, anticipating their aggression, had stationed archers along the ridges of either side of the ice canyon. By the time the battle had finished, nearly four thousand ogres were dead, and the other thousand were fleeing back to their clans. 
 
    Before the orcs could circle the big house and cut him off, he leapt over the rail and sprinted east away from the oncoming platoons. In front of him, fallow fields stretched as far as he could see, and the ground was rough with clods from the years of plowing and sowing each spring. Once he had put good distance between himself and the big house, he turned and faced the three fleet-footed orcs that reached him first. 
 
    “Surrender and we make it quick,” the middle one hissed in orcish, crouching with its sword at middle guard. 
 
    Crushaw responded by taking one of the knives from his vambrace and throwing it into the orc’s exposed throat. The orc staggered backwards and collapsed, crying out in a gurgling squeal. The other two rushed with their swords swung from above their heads, and with the vambrace, he blocked the downward blow from the one to his right, then raked his blade along its abdomen. It fell face first in the dirt and writhed in agony while Crushaw parried a blow from the other. He retreated from it because more orcs were catching up to them, and he didn’t want to get surrounded. 
 
    In the distance, he got a glimpse of Vishghu running to the leisure slaves’ cage, and he realized he had to stay alive a while longer to let her find Roskin. He continued to backpedal as the others neared. Each time the orc before him made a slice or thrust, Crushaw tried to find a breach to end this fight, but the orc proved to be a skilled fighter. The others finally reached them, and Crushaw used the clumsiness of a young soldier, thrusting at him with all its weight, to throw the practiced one off balance. While the skilled soldier tried to recover, Crushaw struck it in the head with his pommel, knocking it unconscious. 
 
    The skilled orc subdued, Crushaw analyzed the others to determine their skills. He knew the one was clumsy, and of the other four, two at least stood in well-balanced stances. The other two hardly knew how to hold a sword. Continuing his retreat, he let the orcs attack. 
 
    The two veterans approached, and one rushed forward, swinging its weapon with a loud grunt. As their swords met, Crushaw parried the thrust and performed a vertical downward cut in one blow across an exposed chest, dropping the orc to its death. Crushaw dodged a second blow and drove his sword into the standing orc's belly. The three green orcs froze in place as their leader grabbed at Crushaw's gambeson, screaming as the blade ripped apart its intestines. Crushaw twisted the blade, and the orc slid to the ground, its scream fading into a sigh. 
 
    Behind the three green soldiers, the rest of the battalion were forming a line two deep and thirty wide. His strength was waning, and the end was near. For a moment, he thought about fleeing for the grassy marsh to the south. He could probably make it because the orcs were not known as good runners, but he had never retreated from a pitched battle before securing victory. He would rather die than flee from this battle. Crushaw fortified his resolve and charged into the three green orcs. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Molgheon thrust the sword into the chest of the first orc she crashed into, and on either side, her regiment threw themselves into the waiting line. She had rarely been in close quarters hand-to-hand combat, for during the Resistance, her platoon of elite archers had almost always been used as snipers. Most of her expertise was surviving in the wilderness for weeks at a time. They had ambushed units and had then disappeared into the forests and hills, waiting for another opportunity. 
 
    Her husband had been a sergeant in an infantry platoon, and for nearly five years they hadn’t seen each other at all. As the Resistance weakened, their separate battalions had been joined, and they had gotten to be together between battles. When he had been mortally wounded and the war practically over, most of the dwarven villages and towns were starving from the cruelty of the Great Empire. His platoon was supposed to raid a supply wagon to steal flour, but they had received poor intelligence about the soldiers guarding it. Instead of a handful, there had been dozens, and his platoon had been spotted as they had tried to abort the attack. 
 
    After watching him die at Kwarck’s, Molgheon had left the Resistance and had tried to reach the free lands, but during the winter, starving and nearly frozen, she had been captured outside of Murkdolm. While all dwarves believed in gender equality, the humans of the Great Empire upheld that females were unfit for military service, so she wasn’t suspected of having been part of the war, which saved her from execution. In Murkdolm, she had found friendship with Grussard and his companions, and they had helped her restore and open the tavern. 
 
    When Red had first arrived, he had been a celebrity among the humans, but as the bottle took hold and ruined him, more and more closed their doors to him. One night in winter, Molgheon had found him outside the fort where soldiers had left him because they were tired of his cough. While she had no love for humans, she had taken pity on the old man and had nursed him back to life. Over time, she had grown fond of him because, unlike the soldiers who wanted to eradicate them, he was curious about Ghaldeon culture and history. She had tried to help him stop drinking, but the old man hadn’t wanted to quit, so she had tried for years to only let him have enough to keep away the shakes. Then, Roskin showed up with his coins, and Red had bought that whole case of whiskey from someone. She had thought that would be the end of him. 
 
    Now, she could barely see him through the two rows of orcs. He had struck down all but one of those upon him, but he was nearing exhaustion. She was almost to him, but the orcs that had survived the initial shock were putting up a valiant fight. She tried to clear a path to Red, but the orcs were moving backwards and pressing closer together, and she couldn’t get through. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vishghu caught the swinging halberd in mid-air and lifted the orc from the ground. It let go and fell back to the hard clods, and she drove the sharp point of the weapon into its chest. Along the flank, her platoon flew into the orcs with a frenzy she had never seen before, and orcs were torn to pieces at the hands of the freed leisure slaves. Vishghu stopped in horror of the scene and vomited on the field. 
 
    Moments later, several of the crazed dwarves were struck down by well-armed orcs that had regrouped after being caught off guard. While the freed leisure slaves would not back down, their momentum from the first rush had stalled, and through brute force, the orcs pushed them back. Vishghu rose to her feet and readied the halberd, which looked like a small spear in her hands. Then, she drove into the line and rallied the dwarves around her. Of the original twelve that had charged down the rise, only four remained. Before them, twenty orcs were left trying to hold the flank. 
 
    Vishghu had learned well from Crushaw and Molgheon. While she had never wielded a halberd before, the lessons she had learned about balance and leverage served well enough to make short order of three orcs. The freed leisure slaves had also picked up weapons, and the platoon of five regained momentum. Slowly, the flank began to curl backwards, and Vishghu could see Crushaw locked in a grappling match with one orc, but the old man was exhausted. His cheeks were bright red, and his breath came in rapid gulps. Vishghu tried to break through the line to reach him, but the orcs were falling backwards and tightening their formation. 
 
    The ogre could tell that Molgheon’s soldiers were overwhelming the main line, for it too was collapsing backwards. Very few orcs remained alive, and the freed slaves were steadily driving them back, but the entire mass was heading straight for Crushaw and his orc. Within seconds the two would be swallowed by the throng. Vishghu tried one last time to clear the line, but before she could, the last of the orcs collided with the duo, and they disappeared from view. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Crushaw marshaled his last reserve of energy and struck down the first of the green orcs with a quick horizontal cut at its belly. As he did, the war cries of the freed slaves exploded behind the formation, and the battle began. The one to his left hacked at him clumsily, and its sword bounced off the mail hauberk just above his elbow. While the blade didn’t cut flesh, the blow hurt enough to deaden his arm. The orc to his right was still frozen with fear, so Crushaw focused only on the one to his left. It swung again, and once more its sword bounced off of his mail. Crushaw thrust his blade at it, losing balance as he did and stumbling to the ground. His legs were slabs of stone, and his right arm was too tired to lift the sword, so he dropped the weapon and pulled the second knife from his vambrace. The orc thrust at him, and from his knees, Crushaw rolled with the blow and drove the knife into his foe’s ribs. The orc fell onto him, the knife in its collapsing lung, and Crushaw fell backwards and lay on the ground, gasping for breath. 
 
    His left arm was regaining feeling, so he rolled the dying orc off of him and turned to his side, facing the battle. The freed slaves were hammering the orcs, which surprised and pleased him. From his experiences, he hadn’t believed that the slaves would be brave enough to turn on their masters, which was why he hadn’t included them in his plans. He had seen uprisings crushed because the slaves feared the masters’ wrath more than death, but these slaves were a different breed. He smiled as he watched their fury, hacking at the orcs with nothing more than farm tools. 
 
    A sharp pain struck his shoulder as the last of the green orcs brought its sword down on him. Luckily, the blade didn’t pierce the hauberk, but the blunt force hurt tremendously. Somehow, Crushaw found the energy to get to his knees, where he blocked a second blow with his right arm. Then, he scrambled to his feet and waited for the orc to swing again, and when it did, he stepped towards the orc and blocked the blow by slamming his body into the orc’s arm. The force knocked the sword from its hand, and it tried to back away from Crushaw, but the old man grabbed the orc’s leather armor with his left arm and held it fast. 
 
    He was too tired to fight anymore, so his only hope was to clinch the orc until someone came along to help. Over its shoulder, he could see the line rapidly approaching as the last of the orc battalion held off the surging freed slaves. The mass of bodies rolled towards them like a wave, and when it struck them, the green orc grunted from the force. Crushaw’s feet went from beneath him and he was swept up by the momentum. He was carried for several feet until the wall of orc bodies toppled and sent him to the ground. His left ankle hit first, twisting and popping as the weight pressed down, and then he landed on his back, knocking his wind out, and the mass of bodies landed on top of him. He struggled for a moment to claw his way out, but the weight proved too much. Then, all went black. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Molgheon and Vishghu dug through the pile of dead and wounded dwarves, elves, humans and orcs, trying to find Crushaw. The wounded were moved carefully, even the orcs, but the dead were tossed roughly. If Crushaw had somehow survived the fall, he wouldn’t have much air, so time was critical. Vishghu had never done such work, and her discomfort was palpable as she handled the still warm corpses. Molgheon, on the other hand, worked with the same demeanor as she had helping with the harvest at Kwarck’s. She had seen much worse. 
 
    The healthy freed slaves, most of whom were seasoned Tredjards from worse battlefields, tended to the wounded and formed a triage. The mortally wounded were moved to a clear area where they could die in relative peace. The critical received immediate attention, and the seriously injured were told to walk to the big house if they could and to wait if they couldn’t. The handful of slightly injured orcs were tied together and guarded by several elves, but at the center of it all, Molgheon and Vishghu kept moving bodies to reach Crushaw. 
 
    When they found him, he looked peaceful, a content and serene expression on his scar-flecked face. Molgheon moved the orc that he had been grappling with from his chest and knelt at his head. She reached down and wiped both his own and orc blood from his cheeks. 
 
    “I’ve never seen such courage,” Vishghu said. 
 
    “Poor thing,” Molgheon said, stroking his hair. “Just a few seconds more…” 
 
    Several of the freed slaves gathered around the three, and silence fell over the battlefield. Even the wounded were quiet. 
 
    “He killed so many,” the dwarf with crazy eyes said, looking towards the big house. 
 
    “In my childhood,” an elf began. “We heard tales of such valor, but I thought it had fled this world.” 
 
    “Help me carry him,” Molgheon said, standing. 
 
    Vishghu moved to his feet and knelt to lift his legs. When she grabbed hold of his ankles, he called out in pain, and the crowd all jumped back in shock. 
 
    “It’s broke,” he called out. 
 
    “You!” Molgheon shouted, kneeling back at his head. “We thought you were dead.” 
 
    “How could any survive such a thing?” crazy eyes asked. 
 
    “I saw him get struck a dozen times,” another dwarf said. 
 
    “He’s invincible,” an elf called from the back. “He cannot die in battle.” 
 
    The freed slaves broke into a loud cheer. Molgheon and Vishghu helped him to stand, and he held the ogre’s shoulder, keeping weight off that ankle. He found his sword on the ground and asked Crazy Eyes to hand it to him. 
 
    “My Lord,” the dwarf replied, kneeling and holding up the sword. “My life is yours to command.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Crushaw said, taking his weapon. “To your feet.” 
 
    The dwarf rose, and Crushaw, waving with his sword and clinging to the ogre, called for everyone’s attention. The freed slaves stopped their activity and looked at him. 
 
    “You have fought well today, my brothers. From your courage, you are now and forever free people,” Crushaw bellowed, his voice like thunder through a valley. “Once we are safe from these lands, you may return to whatever place you call home. None of you owes me service. I am no one’s lord, and you are no one’s serf.” 
 
    Again the crowd roared, and Crushaw motioned for them to resume their tasks at hand, all except Crazy Eyes who he asked to help carry him. 
 
    “We need to secure the big house,” he said to Molgheon. “Gather some good warriors and search it. Only kill them if you have to.” 
 
    “It’s done,” Molgheon said before trotting away. 
 
    “Help me to a seat and then you’ll need to organize units to secure the perimeter. We can’t let any more orcs or slaves wander away. The ones that have already fled will bring reinforcements.” 
 
    They moved as swiftly as his leg would allow to the wrap-around porch. Once Crushaw was seated, the other two hurried back to the battlefield to create sentry units from the remaining healthy ones. In his adventures across the wilds and through all of his battles, Crushaw had never broken more than a finger, so he was surprised by how much his ankle hurt. As he sat pondering what to do first for it, a tall and slender elf approached from the battlefield, his wispy hair whipping about in the wind. 
 
    “My lord, I come from a long line of healers. Lord Molgheon said I might be of assistance to you.” 
 
    “Dear friend,” Crushaw said slowly in very rough Koorleine. “Don’t call me ‘Lord.’ We are brothers.” 
 
    “You speak my language!” the elf exclaimed, kneeling at Crushaw’s bad ankle. 
 
    “I was raised among your kin.” 
 
    The elf removed the boot from the purple and swollen joint, and Crushaw gritted his teeth and clenched his fists from the jolt of pain that shot through his leg. The elf explained that the leg would take at least two months to heal, but otherwise the break was clean. He found a small stick and told Crushaw to bite it. Then, the slender man took hold of the warrior’s leg and in one second caused him more pain than he had felt since escaping slavery.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    A General Leads 
 
      
 
    Roskin awoke long after the din of battle had faded. To him, the day had been a dream, a distant hope of freedom he had concocted from pain, for he had slept through Vishghu freeing the leisure slaves and leading them into the orc battalion. He had drifted in and out all day, and now, as evening took hold of the plantation and as he overcame his grogginess, he began to realize that something had really happened. Gingerly, he got to his feet and slowly walked out of the building. In front of him, the door to the cage lay on the hard earth, its hinges twisted beyond usefulness. 
 
    He was alone, and a strange sensation washed over him, a discombobulating realization that the world he had come to accept as his fate had been suddenly and irreversibly changed. The plantation was alive with cheerful noises, and while the sound was somewhat welcome, the transformation was too bizarre for him to enjoy. As he scanned the fuzzy horizon, part of him wanted to make another run for the tall grasses, but the pain on his back and fear of more lashes held him still. 
 
    He leaned against the bars and let the cool metal press against his hot face as his back throbbed incessantly. He wanted nothing more than to be back with his mother on that branch high above the forest floor. The orcs had hurt him bad, and where once he had carried a spirited song, there was now only a deep sense of sorrow and fear. He called for her again but was too tired, and only a faint whisper would escape his lips. He closed his eyes and envisioned a new home, a cross between the elf tree houses and the tunnels of Dorkhun. 
 
    “Son of Kraganere,” Vishghu’s voice came to him. She was standing in the doorway that was much too small for her. “The ogres are now and forever at your service.” 
 
    Surprised at hearing her voice and thinking it another dream, Roskin mumbled back his gratitude. 
 
    “Come out here, and I’ll get you to the healers,” she continued. 
 
    “I can’t,” he returned. “They’ll see me.” 
 
    “They’re beaten.” 
 
    “It’s a cruel dream.” 
 
    “Crushaw captured the house. You should’ve seen him.” 
 
    “I saw my mother. She was beautiful.” 
 
    Vishghu called to the patrol that was searching the southern perimeter, and the dwarves came to her, their voices full of laughter and their steps quick and easy. Vishghu asked them to help Roskin out of the cage. Two of them entered and got on either side of him. 
 
    “Come, Lord of Dorkhun,” an aged Ghaldeon said softly. “Let’s leave this filthy place.” 
 
    “Not the lash!” 
 
    “No, that lash won’t touch you again.” 
 
    They took his arms and led him to the doorway. Once he was outside, he was lifted gently by Vishghu and carried to the big house. Near the porch, the orc prisoners were tied together and secured to the wooden railing, where they were guarded by several well-armed freed peoples. On the porch, the seriously wounded waited for treatment, and inside, the lower level rooms were filled with the critically wounded and the elfish healers who tended to them with ointments and salves much like the ones Torkdohn had given to Roskin. 
 
    Vishghu carried him into a parlor filled with plush sofas and thick rugs. She laid him face down on an empty sofa and called for a healer. The elf finished tending to a human with a terrible gash across her stomach and moved to the dwarf and ogre. 
 
    “This one needs attention,” Vishghu said. 
 
    “We’ll get to him in time,” the healer said, motioning around the room with his hand. 
 
    “This one needs attention, now,” she said, her voice more harsh than she had intended. 
 
    “Like I said…” 
 
    “That’s not good enough.” Her voice became nearly a growl. “This dwarf is why you are free. Tend to him next.” 
 
    Huffing his displeasure, the elf looked at Roskin’s back and searched through a small pouch for a powerful salve. He gently rubbed it into the deep gashes, and as he did, Roskin clenched his fists and called out in agony. Once the healer was finished, he handed the rest of the salve to Vishghu and told her to reapply it every hour until it was gone. 
 
    The ogre did as she was told and stayed with Roskin all through that evening and night. The dwarf slept most of the time, only waking to ask for water or whimper for help, but when he finally awoke before sunrise the next morning, he was refreshed. The gashes on his back, while not healed, had mostly scabbed over and didn’t hurt anything like the previous day. And his mood, while not as light-hearted as the other freed slaves, was not as dark and cheerless as before. He sat up from the sofa, scanning the room and wondering aloud where he was. In the floor beside him, Vishghu slept soundly. 
 
    “Rest easy, Heir of Dorkhun,” the elf who had given the salve said softly. “You’re among friends.” 
 
    “What’s happened?” Roskin returned, moving beside the healer. 
 
    The elf told the story, describing how Crushaw had killed nearly a hundred orcs and held off twice as many, even with a broken ankle. He explained that the orcs’ blades merely bounced off the general’s body like feathers and that now he was organizing the freed slaves to march away from the plantation to safety. The dwarf listened intently, wondering if he were still dreaming or maybe even mad from the torture. 
 
    When the story was finished, he excused himself and searched the house for breakfast. In every room, the wounded lay quietly, still sleeping and being watched by healers. As he saw the many injured, some permanently disfigured or maimed, he was ashamed of his cowardice from the lash. They had risked death for their freedom while he had curled into a ball and cried for mercy. How could he ever again call himself a leader when he had embraced such fear and weakness? Surely none of these brave warriors would follow him, and he would never outlive the shame. It would follow him back to Dorkhun and corrode his throne. 
 
    Finally, he found the kitchen and prepared his own breakfast. He hadn’t eaten a decent meal in many weeks, and his stomach burned with hunger. As he cooked, he became afraid of seeing Crushaw and the others, afraid that they would see his cowardice and regret having risked so much for one so unworthy. They had come to rescue the dwarf they had seen against the soldiers from Murkdolm, but that dwarf had died on the outskirts of Black Rock. 
 
    “Good morning, tall one,” the crazy-eyed dwarf said, sitting beside Roskin at the servants’ table to the side of the kitchen. “You look much better.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us you’re a future king?” 
 
    Roskin shrugged, chewing his eggs. The eastern horizon was lightening to purple with a thin wisp of pink. 
 
    “That was quite a shock. Many times we Tredjards have said that our northern cousins are the smartest of us all. Maybe one day I’ll get to see your palace at Dorkhun.” 
 
    “Maybe. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Before they took me, I was Leinjar of the Second Infantry. In that cage, we had no names. Maybe I’ll rename myself something proud.” 
 
    “I should change mine, too.” 
 
    “Roskin is good. Your name fits.” 
 
    Roskin snorted in disgust. 
 
    “What’s that,” Leinjar said, furrowing his brow. 
 
    “I’m disgraced.” 
 
    “That’s crazy talk, tall one. Few have taken it as well. I told them every secret I’d ever known.” 
 
    “They broke me. Just leave me to that shame.” 
 
    “You were hurt, sure, and you cried out like we all do, but they didn’t beat you.” 
 
    Leinjar explained, his eyes growing wider and crazier as he spoke, how Roskin had been calling out for mercy but suddenly had gone silent. The leisure slaves had thought he had died from the pain, but after a few minutes, it had become clear that he had found some way to endure it. He had been alert and focused the whole time, and with each blow that didn’t extract any sound, the overseer had become more and more enraged. Between the blows it had asked the dwarf if he had had enough, but Roskin had not answered once. Finally, the overseer had stopped from sheer exhaustion, and all of the slaves had been silently nudging each other in awe of Roskin’s toughness. 
 
    “That’s why we forgave you for killing Sweeger.” 
 
    “But in my heart, defiance was gone.” 
 
    “Maybe later on, when you were alone at night. It’s easy to feel beaten in the dark when you’re hurting. On the post, you made us remember that we are dwarves.” 
 
    With that, Leinjar excused himself and went to check on other wounded. Roskin finished his breakfast in silence, considering what he had been told. How could his weakness have been perceived as strength? The ones who had spilled their blood on the orcs’ blades were the courageous. The friends who had tracked him halfway across the world were the heroes. He had played no part in his rescue; surely, in time, Leinjar and the others would come to see that. 
 
    When he finished eating, Roskin washed his dishes and returned them to their cabinet. He had no desire to take anything from these orcs, for there was enough to remind him of the ordeal. In his mind, the sooner he could get away from this place, the sooner he could begin to forget it. The more distance he could get between that cage and himself, the more he could escape its nightmare. As he thought this, he rubbed the brand on his hip. 
 
    A tall and slender elf entered the kitchen and greeted Roskin with the courtesy of a diplomat. He asked the dwarf to follow him, and Roskin agreed, glad to be distracted from his thoughts. The elf led him through the house and out the front door, where the sun had completely risen and glowed orange. On the manicured lawn, the freed slaves had camped, and smoldering fires dotted the yard. Near the center, he saw the horse he had taken from Murkdolm and Vishghu’s buffalo tethered to an orcish wagon. Crushaw sat in the wagon’s bed with his damaged ankle dressed by a crude splint. Even though the sun had barely broken the horizon, the old man was already calling out directions to the freed slaves around him, and with each instruction he gave, a group of three or four would hurry away to complete the task. For a moment, Roskin could imagine Crushaw at the helm of the Northern Army, barking orders before battle. 
 
    “Young master!” Crushaw called. “Come sit with me.” 
 
    Grimacing from the tightness across his back, Roskin climbed into the wagon and shook hands with his friend. Then, he sat beside him – careful not to lean back – and looked at the crowd of dwarves, elves, and humans, many of whom he recognized from the gathering around the post. 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t come to you yesterday,” Crushaw said, pointing to his leg. 
 
    “I wasn’t much company, anyway.” 
 
    “You look thin, young master. I wish we’d made it sooner.” 
 
    Roskin shrugged. His eyes filled with moisture. 
 
    “We had to finish the harvest. Then, the wilds slowed us some.” 
 
    “How’s your leg?” Roskin asked. 
 
    “Fine. It’s nothing. I have something for you.” 
 
    From the pack beside him, Crushaw pulled out the two throwing axes he had stolen in Koshlonsen. He handed them to Roskin, and the dwarf marveled at the craftsmanship of the weapons. He couldn’t help but feel unworthy of their splendor. While he studied them, another group of freed slaves came to Crushaw for guidance. The old man gave them several tasks to perform, and they scurried away. 
 
    “We’ve gotta get moving, soon,” Crushaw said, scanning the horizon as if expecting to see an army. 
 
    “What can I do?” Roskin asked, tucking the axes into his belt. 
 
    “Find Molgheon and Vishghu and bring them here. They can organize units to carry the wounded.” 
 
    Roskin gingerly climbed down and went back inside to find Vishghu. She was still asleep on the parlor floor and grunted her disapproval as Roskin shook her awake. After a few moments, she rose from the floor and stretched, her knuckles scraping the high ceiling as she did. Roskin asked if she knew where to find Molgheon, and without a word, the ogre turned and left the parlor. Roskin followed her up a flight of stairs and into a massive bedroom with an elegantly crafted canopy bed that had silk sheets and feather pillows. In the middle, Molgheon slept alone. 
 
    “She said she had always dreamt of such luxury,” Vishghu whispered. 
 
    Roskin called out to the sleeping dwarf, knowing that from her military training she might attack at even the slightest touch. She sat up quickly, drawing her knife and fixing her eyes on the intruders. 
 
    “Crushaw needs us,” Roskin said, unfazed. 
 
    “You look rough,” Molgheon returned, sheathing her knife. 
 
    “He looks better than yesterday,” Vishghu said, chuckling. 
 
    “That must’ve been a sight.” 
 
    Molgheon climbed from bed and gathered her bow, the fresh quiver of arrows she had taken from the barracks, and her pack. Roskin led them to the kitchen, where a group of Tredjards were preparing breakfast for the entire plantation, even the orcs. They explained to the three that they had all been cooks in the infantry and that they had all been dreaming about getting to prepare another meal during their bondage. 
 
    “Cooking a meal is an act of love,” one of them said. “We’ve been without love for too long.” 
 
    “So true. So true,” another agreed. 
 
    The others laughed and teased the two. Molgheon and Vishghu each took slices of fresh sausage and thanked the cooks. Then, they followed Roskin out to Crushaw, eating as they walked. At the wagon, the general had gathered together a large congregation, and once the three had joined him, he divided the crowd into three units. Each unit was given a different task. Roskin’s group was to gather wood for building stretchers to carry the wounded. Vishghu’s was to get the wounded outside and ready to travel, including helping to build the stretchers, and Molgheon’s was to bury the dead. 
 
    The groups worked all day, stopping only for a short meal, and by evening most of the labor was complete. Crushaw was pleased with their progress and informed the camp that they would be leaving by noon the next day. At this news, a long cheer erupted. Standing in the crowd and hearing the cheer, Roskin realized that he hadn’t thought of the Brotherhood for some time and that its grip on him had mostly vanished, and he was glad. Then, in almost the same moment, he also realized that he was ready to return to Dorkhun and see his family. While he didn’t feel quite ready to take his place on the council, he was done with glory, and as he thought about it, his guilt subsided. Even if he hadn’t been part of the battle, he was part of helping these people back to freedom, and that was more gratifying than any dream of glory had ever been. 
 
    That evening, Molgheon came to Roskin before he fell asleep and gave him his sword. She had meant to give it to him all that day, but they had both been too busy with their tasks. Roskin stared at the blade, the enormity of his emotions overcoming him, and he fought against the tears that pooled in his eyes. 
 
    “Forgive me for all this,” Roskin said, looking down at her boots. 
 
    “Grussard was my friend, poor thing,” Molgheon replied. “But he knew the risk when he sold this to you.” 
 
    “I never meant for him to die or you to lose your home.” 
 
    “That wasn’t my home, just a place to grow old and die.” 
 
    “I was foolish.” 
 
    “Yes, you were, but you’ve paid for it. I saw you on that post. It’s a hard sight to see a fellow dwarf beat up like that.” 
 
    “They broke me with the lash.” 
 
    “When Carloghone died, I was broken, too.” 
 
    “Will I ever beat this?” 
 
    Molgheon shrugged and looked away, her eyes distant. 
 
    “Is Bordorn well? Has he healed?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I followed the slave trader just after you left. As far as I know, he’s still there.” 
 
    “Once we get these people to safety, I’m going to take him home. He doesn’t belong among those outcasts.” 
 
    Molgheon sat beside him on the soft grass and leaned back on her elbows. She stared at the stars for several minutes without speaking, which made Roskin uncomfortable. He wanted to break the awkward silence, but her expression was so serene that he didn’t want to disturb whatever pleasant emotion had overcome her. 
 
    “Between battles, Carloghone used to talk about what he wanted to do when the war was over,” she said, still looking at the stars. “He wanted to rebuild every town and village that we saw, and he sometimes talked about going south to help the Tredjards against the orcs. I thought he was a fool. All I wanted was to survive the war and have a family when it was over. You reminded me of him just now with your talk of helping others. Strange how things turned out.” 
 
    “At least we all survived this war,” Roskin offered. 
 
    “That was just a battle. The orcs will chase us to Kehldeon if they have to. Then, we’ll see how many of us have survived.” 
 
    With that, she stood and bade Roskin a good night. All around him, campfires danced and sparked against night, and the sounds of laughter and long-stifled conversations blended into a soothing symphony. He was shaken by the thought of being chased by these orcs, but he would gladly fight them when the opportunity came. He held up his sword and looked at it in the faint light. Its handle felt right in his palm, and he was glad to feel it again – the curve of the guard against his right hand, the slight give of the leather when he squeezed the pommel, the perfect balance from tip to tang. While the ancient throwing axes were crafted from better metal and were a superior grade of weapon, the sword somehow fit him better. He traced his left index finger along one of the fullers and whispered thanks to Grussard for forging it so well. 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    A Different Perspective 
 
      
 
    Suvene had just finished a full night’s watch along the southern perimeter when the alarm sounded. At first, he stayed in bed, figuring the disturbance a minor nuisance that would be quelled quickly, but as the alarm continued to ring from atop the barracks, he and the other soldiers got out of bed and fumbled for their armor and weapons. There was much grumbling and cursing while they dressed, and several didn’t bother to lace up their chest plates. As Suvene strapped his scabbard to his belt, a handful of frantic sergeants charged into the barracks and grabbed pikes from the wall. 
 
    “Move your backsides,” one barked at the night watch. 
 
    “What is it?” a young soldier asked. 
 
    “Nothing compared to my wrath if you don’t move it,” another answered. 
 
    Now armed with their pikes, the sergeants filed back out the door. Suvene followed them but watched in horror as an arrow struck the leader dead. The shot had come from the water tower, but he didn’t have time to find the archer, for another arrow whistled into the neck of the sergeant in front of him. The sergeant gasped and gurgled for air and stumbled backwards into Suvene, knocking the young orc off his feet. 
 
    Suvene crawled to the far corner of the barracks, away from the archer, and gathered his wits. The plantation was a blizzard of chaos, with soldiers running in every direction. As he lay on the dead grass, he spotted two from his unit trotting towards the masters’ home. He got to his feet and sprinted along the back of the barracks to reach his friends, but as he cleared the building, he froze at the sight before him. 
 
    Scores of dead and dying bodies lay strewn at the steps and on the porch of the masters’ home, and blood stood in pools like remnants of a summer storm. For a moment, he thought about fleeing from whatever had caused such carnage, but his sense of duty held him fast. He called to his friends who had just reached the porch, and they stopped to wait for him. 
 
    “What is this?” he asked. 
 
    “Some kind of phantom,” Sortesh, who was also regular infantry, said. “It’s on that side of the porch.” 
 
    “Phantoms don’t fire arrows,” Suvene returned, thumbing towards the water tower. 
 
    “I saw it. It was ten feet tall and gray like fog.” 
 
    “Both of you hush,” Sonjiegn, who was a corporal on his way to sergeant, barked. “Let’s find whatever it is and avenge this.” 
 
    With that, they followed the corpses around the house and onto the fallow sugarcane field. Suvene saw the phantom a hundred yards away. It had human form and stood six and a half feet tall. Everything about it seemed gray, including its hair, which flowed down its shoulders and onto its back and reminded the young orc of a lion. It stopped running and turned to face them, so the three gave chase, sprinting across the freshly turned ground. Behind them, the rest of their platoon had come around the other side of the masters’ home and were gathering into formation. Suvene thought about stopping his friends and waiting for the others, but as they neared the monster, Sonjiegn drew his blade, crouched into middle guard, and called out: 
 
    “Surrender and we make it quick.” 
 
    Suvene drew his weapon, preparing for a fight, but the phantom pulled a dagger from its vambrace and threw the blade in a lightning fast motion. Sonjiegn staggered backwards, the blade in his throat, and squealed in agony as he collapsed. Without thinking, Suvene and Sortesh charged with their swords raised above their heads. Sortesh reached the phantom first and swung down with a powerful blow, but the monster blocked the attack with its left arm and slashed open Sortesh’s stomach with its sword from the right. Suvene saw an opening and brought down his own blow, but the phantom parried the attack with an upstroke of its blade. 
 
    Suvene’s father had been a front-line corporal against the Tredjards for nearly twenty years and had been, by all accounts, an excellent swordsman and a dutiful soldier. His lack of ascent through the ranks was the result of his lowly social beginnings, but none of that had mattered to him. He had sent home every copper and silver piece he came across so that Suvene could have sword fighting lessons with the best teachers and entry into tournaments against the finest warriors in the civilized world. 
 
    Suvene had proven himself a worthy student and competitor. While he wasn’t allowed to win any tournaments – only the children of masters were given that opportunity – his unofficial record had been as good as all of his peers. He had not yet seen actual combat, but he had trained for it as well as any. As he dueled with the phantom, he focused on the skills he had mastered from many hours of sweat and pain but struggled to suppress the terror that had seized him. He couldn’t let himself get killed by a silly blunder from fear. 
 
    The phantom was by far the most talented and most polished opponent Suvene had ever faced. Each offensive cut or thrust contained some element of a parry, and every defensive block or deflective blow ended with an aggressive draw or rake. The phantom was equally adroit at timing its counter-attack to outreach Suvene. Each time the young orc attacked, the phantom would either move into the action or slide away, then strike at the Suvene’s exposed arms and sides. Several times, Suvene had barely recovered in time to defend himself. 
 
    Despite its tremendous skill, the phantom was growing weary, and Suvene sensed that it was only a matter of time before he would strike down the beast. As long as he could keep his wits, he could match the phantom blow for blow. The gray figure before him seemed to sense this too, for it increased the intensity of its attacks, trying to overwhelm Suvene with the brute strength of several thunderous blows. Suvene absorbed the strikes with his sword, his hands and arms tingling from the impacts, and watched for an opening. 
 
    Behind him, he could hear a handful of troops advancing, and he was seized by a deep sense of relief and a surge of territorial instinct to finish his own fight. He had this battle under control, and reinforcements would only disrupt him. The phantom glanced over Suvene’s shoulder, noting the approach, and the orc saw his opening. He began an upward thrust, aimed at the phantom’s exposed armpit, but as his blade neared the mark, a figure flashed into his peripheral vision and slammed into his left arm, knocking him off-balance. Then, the clumsy fool stumbled in front of him and tripped him before he could react. As he fell, a dull thud on top of his head sent him into darkness. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He awoke with the bodies of orcs, dwarves, and elves pinning him to the ground. His mind swirled with fog, and he tried to make sense of what had happened, but his thoughts were disjointed and jumbled. He attempted to crawl from beneath the mass of dead, dying, and wounded, but the weight was too much, so he resigned himself to lying still until his head cleared. 
 
    After a time, the bodies near him were cleared away, and he found himself with several dwarves, rock-brains that they were, standing over him. They were grunting and shouting at each other in their barbaric tongues, and he couldn’t understand any of what he heard. Several pairs of hands grabbed his arms and legs and lifted him from the pile, and still unable to make sense of the situation, he didn’t resist. 
 
    He was half-carried, half-dragged to the masters’ home, where he was laid on the ground and tied to a rail by leather straps. To his right were the masters themselves, and to his left were other soldiers, none of whom seemed terribly injured. They were guarded by several rock-brains armed with pikes and halberds from the barracks. He leaned to his left and whispered to the orc beside him: 
 
    “What’s happened?” 
 
    “The end of the world,” the soldier returned. “The slaves have taken the plantation.” 
 
    “We’ll all be killed, for sure,” the master nearest Suvene said. “These beasts have no regard for life.” 
 
    A leisure slave came over and barked at them, waving a pike in their faces, and they instantly fell silent. Suvene’s head throbbed where the phantom had struck him with the pommel of its sword, but he had no other injuries. He wanted terribly to sleep, partially from having been up all night but mostly from the desperate fogginess, yet every time he would almost drift off, a rock-brain would poke at him and growl. 
 
    Throughout the day, the slaves cleared dead bodies from the lawn and ransacked the masters’ home. The masters sobbed and murmured as their possessions were carried from the house and piled on the ground in great heaps. By late night, the barracks were raided, and Suvene was sick with hatred as he watched them plunder weapons and armor. As afternoon stretched into evening, the phantom appeared again. Assisted by two wood-brain elves, it hobbled into view, its left ankle bound in a crude splint. It spoke to the slaves that were emptying the house. His voice was low but stern, and the sound of it made Suvene shudder. Then, the phantom approached the prisoners. 
 
    “The people you held in bondage are now free,” it spoke in excellent orcish. “We will take weapons to arm ourselves and treasure to compensate for the years and lives you stole. When we march away, those of you too old or too wounded to travel will be left here. The soldiers able to fight will travel with us as prisoners.” 
 
    “You won’t get far,” one of the masters taunted. “Our armies will find and crush you.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    With that, the phantom turned to the guards and spoke to them in the barbaric tongue and hobbled off. Several guards retrieved bread and water for the captive orcs, and the food was welcome to their empty stomachs. Suvene, who had not eaten since the previous evening, relished each bite. 
 
    While he ate, Suvene was startled when a second monster came into view from the direction of the leisure slave cage. He had heard stories of the ogres of the north, but nothing had prepared him for the enormity of this beast. Its arms were as thick as his waist, and its skin was pale like the cotton of the eastern plantations. Despite its size, it carried a rock-brain with the tenderness of a mother, and Suvene recognized the dwarf as the runaway that had been caught and punished. Stooping low, the ogre carried the rock-brain inside the masters’ home. Suvene wondered at what he had just seen and tried through his fogginess to make sense of it but to no avail. 
 
    His legs and back ached from sitting on the cold ground beside the porch, and his arms were sore from being bound to the rail. Regardless of his discomfort and confusion, he desperately wanted to sleep, and the drowsiness washed over him in waves, each one breaking more than the one before. Several times, he closed his eyes to doze for just a few minutes, but each time one of the guards would notice, and he would receive another prodding from a pike. The torture was maddening. 
 
    After the sun had dropped below the horizon and several campfires blazed on the grounds, a wood-brain came to check the wounds of the orcs tied to the rail. Most of them had only scratches and bumps, and the wood-brain administered ointments to them accordingly, but when it reached Suvene, it motioned for the guards to untie him. He was taken inside the masters’ home – something strictly forbidden at his rank – and put on a plush sofa. The wood-brain cleaned the wound and applied a thick salve to it. Then, it spoke to him in broken orcish: 
 
    “Head wound, not sleep.” 
 
    “I have to sleep. I’m too tired.” 
 
    “Sleep, not wake.” 
 
    Suvene groaned in displeasure, but the wood-brain persisted. 
 
    With that, it tied Suvene to the sofa and motioned for another wood-brain to sit beside him. The two elves spoke briefly before the healer left the room. The second didn’t speak the civilized tongue at all, so it sat in silence, only moving to occasionally shake him as he would start to nod off. 
 
    In that manner, Suvene passed the night – a miserable, endless night. When sunrise finally came, he was given more bread and water by the wood-brain that had sat with him all night, and the healer stopped to apply more salve to the gash on his head. The fogginess of the previous day had lifted but had been replaced by a headache that came from deep inside his skull. The pain wasn’t sharp or throbbing but steady and somewhat dull and terrible. If he hadn’t been tied down, he would have clawed at his skull to release the pressure. 
 
    The healer and watcher untied him from the sofa but bound his hands behind his back and led him outside. He was taken to a wagon that had been loaded with food from the masters’ pantry, and he was tethered to the rear by a leather strap around his waist that gave him just enough slack to sit on the cold earth. About twenty yards away, the phantom and the runaway rock-brain sat in the back of another wagon. In the early light of day, the phantom’s face looked even more menacing and much more arresting. The runaway – which had appeared near death the previous evening – seemed greatly recovered from the beating it had endured. Suvene was astonished that any creature could mend so quickly, even with the help of wood-brain healers and the masters’ ointments, and he suspected some evil between the phantom and the rock-brain. 
 
    Throughout the day, the slaves loaded wagons with food from the granary and pantry, weapons and armor from the barracks, and valuables from the masters’ home. The phantom remained in the same place all day, barking orders at the slaves as they scurried about, and Suvene watched it all closely, a deep hatred for the phantom burgeoning in his heart. If that clumsy fool hadn’t stumbled into him, none of this would be happening now. He had bested it one-on-one, and by all that was just in the civilized world, he should have struck down that monster. As he thought these things, Suvene resolved that he would find some way to escape this bondage and finish the job. 
 
    The day passed slowly, with the healer checking on him occasionally and rock-brains keeping him awake whenever he would almost doze off. By evening, he was so utterly exhausted that he couldn’t stand the feeling of his own skin. The dull headache hadn’t let up, and he thought he was losing his mind from the ordeal. As sunset approached, the healer returned again with more bread but hot tea in place of the water. 
 
    “Head sleep okay.” 
 
    “What?” Suvene asked, wanting to rebuke the wood-brain for mutilating the language so badly. 
 
    “Sleep tonight. Sleep good.” 
 
    He tasted the tea and recognized some of the herbs in it. He was friends with one of the plantation’s healers, and these herbs were generally used to aid sleep. He thought the wood-brain a fool for thinking he would need any assistance, but that was about what you could expect from them. He gobbled down the bread and curled up beneath the wagon to block the wind as best he could. Despite the cold air of the night, he was asleep shortly and didn’t wake until morning. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, the camp was already a flurry of action, so he rose from the ground and stretched his stiff muscles. The air was crisp, and he could see his breath, so he rubbed his arms to warm himself. The sun had not yet cleared the horizon, and the sky was navy blue and ominous, save the deep burnt orange strip where the sun was rising. He was given more bread and water for breakfast, and the taste had grown tedious, but he ate it anyway for fear of prolonged hunger. After breakfast, a group of rock-brains brought three more orcs to the wagon where Suvene was tied, and the four were left alone while the slaves bustled around to load more goods onto the other wagons. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Suvene asked. “I’ve been alone.” 
 
    “They’re preparing to march,” an orc returned. “They’ve stolen everything they can, the murderous thieves.” 
 
    “Any idea where we’re heading?” Suvene wanted to begin planning his escape. 
 
    “East, I think,” another answered. “I heard a little talk last night. They’re afraid of the wilds, the filthy cowards.” 
 
    Suvene envisioned the maps of the eastern lands. While the orcs themselves could be divided into two distinct races, the civilized lands consisted of four separate regions. The mountains of the west covered some of the orc lands and were home to the subterranean orcs, known as Turjhonks. These orcs were shorter and stockier than their cousins, and their temperaments had been hardened by the centuries of war with the Tredjards. 
 
    The central region, of which the Slithsythe plantation was a part, consisted of lush and fertile savannahs where sugarcane, corn, and wheat grew easily. The southern coastal lands were harsh, swampy places, and most of the economic production of this region consisted of lumber from the thick forests and seafood from the wetlands. The eastern region had many more gradients than the central and coastal regions, and the climate ranged from tropical summers to bitter winters. Most of the agriculture of this region consisted of cotton production on plantations that made those of the savannah seem small. The terrestrial orcs inhabited all three of these regions, and their culture was mostly the same regardless of region. 
 
    As Suvene remembered the geography of the eastern hills, he speculated on the path the slaves might take. If they strayed too far to the southeast, they would wander into the provinces of the goblins, which were allied with the orcs and would not offer safe passage. However, if they continued due east and avoided the military outposts along the Sojntejein Mountains, they could cross the Pass of Hard Hope and the Kryrstoshian River. Then, they could enter the swamps of the Marshwoggs, a solitary and peaceful race that would probably give them safe passage. If Suvene were trying to sneak this many people out of the orc lands, that would be his plan. 
 
    With other orcs to keep him company, the morning passed quickly, and by midday, they had been untied from that wagon and led to the phantom, where he continued to bark orders at the rock-brains and wood-brains that scurried about like mice. The four of them joined eight other orcs, all of whom were regular infantry, and the phantom spoke to them without malice. 
 
    “You are my prisoners. As long as you behave, you will be well-treated, but if you try to escape or resist my orders, I will not protect you from their wrath.” It waved its hand at the crowd of slaves, gathering in loose military formation. “Do any of you have questions?” 
 
    “I have one,” Suvene said flatly, looking the monster in the eyes. 
 
    “Shut your mouth, soldier,” an orc sergeant hissed. 
 
    The phantom motioned at the sergeant, and a female rock-brain with auburn hair and a cold, distant expression punched him in the solar plexus. With a grunt, the sergeant slumped to his knees. 
 
    “Any others want to disobey?” It redirected its attention to Suvene. “Now, ask your question.” 
 
    “What do you hope to gain by this? Our armies will find you. You don’t have any hope. What’s the point?” 
 
    “I remember you,” the phantom said. “You fought bravely.” 
 
    “I beat you.” 
 
    “You almost beat me. Make no mistake, you lost.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Suvene said, keeping his voice calm despite the rage burning in his belly. 
 
    “Yes, we will,” it returned. Then, it turned to the female rock-brain and spoke in the barbaric tongue. 
 
    She disappeared into the crowd, moving towards the front. The orcs were returned to the wagons and re-tethered behind them. Within a few minutes, the entire mass began marching east, and Suvene glanced over his shoulder at the plantation, unsure if he would ever see it again. It was here that he had come of age, and leaving it under these circumstances stung bitterly, fueling his hate for the phantom. 
 
    That afternoon, a cold rain began falling steadily, and by evening the ground had softened so that the wagons barely moved. The orcs were made to push them, and the labor was exhausting. When that day’s march ended, Suvene collapsed on the wet ground and crawled beneath the wagon to escape the rain. The other three joined him – muddy, wet, exhausted – and they huddled together for warmth, but the air, wind, and rain were bitter, making sleep miserable. The next day was more of the same, and Suvene began to wish that the phantom had done more than bust his head. 
 
    For an entire week, the rain continued, sometimes slacking to a drizzle and sometimes raging into a downpour, but the cold persisted throughout. When the rain finally broke and the evening sun peeked through the clouds, the orcs were completely exhausted from pushing the wagons in the muck, and two had taken a terrible cough from sleeping on the ground. Although he had either been training to become or serving as a soldier his entire life, Suvene had never done hard labor before, and his muscles and joints ached from deep within. 
 
    As night neared, the orcs huddled together at their wagons to rest and grumble about their treatment, but the slaves took no leisure before supper. Suvene was impressed by how quickly the phantom had trained the rock- and wood-brains to act like soldiers, and their daily activities were beginning to follow a strict regimentation that was, in the young orc’s mind, quite efficient. A group of ten or so served as mess officers, cooking every meal each day. Another dozen, all fleet-footed wood-brains, hunted small game through the day while the slaves marched, and even with the persistent rain, they proved to be deadly with their bows. A couple of wagons had been converted into portable forges where several blacksmiths refurbished the orc armor and weapons to better fit the slaves. 
 
    The entire camp awoke and devoured breakfast thirty minutes before sunrise and then marched from daybreak to noon. After a thirty minute lunch, the march resumed until two hours before sunset, and in the last daylight, the slaves drilled with their weapons. Suvene could tell that the phantom had already assigned ranks to many of the slaves, especially the ones with military experience, and those slaves led the others through the drills. Even through the miserable weather, they had followed their basic routine each day. 
 
    On this day, with the rain subsided, the slaves were especially energetic in their practice, and several received minor wounds. The orcs tethered with Suvene, irascible and exhausted from the ordeal, took great pleasure in watching the slaves hurt each other, and one in particular, a regular infantry soldier with a nasty temper and a foul mouth, muttered insults each time one would get injured. As the practice continued, his muttering grew louder and louder until he finally shouted profanity at a wood-brain that received a cut on its forearm. Several slaves approached the wagon with their weapons drawn. 
 
    “Which said it?” a Tredjard said in poor orcish. 
 
    None of the orcs responded. 
 
    “I’ll cut you each to find out.” 
 
    Still, no response. 
 
    The rock-brain said something to the others, and they untied an innocent orc and dragged him away from the wagon. The others watched in horror as the Tredjard slit the orc’s throat and let him bleed to death. Then, the Tredjard re-approached and repeated his question. Still, the orcs maintained their resolve and didn’t answer. The slaves untied Suvene, grabbed him by the arms, and dragged him beside his dying comrade. As they held him on his knees, the Tredjard pressed a knife to his throat and whispered that the orc was about to die. Suvene closed his eyes and waited to feel the sting, but as the cold metal began to pierce flesh, a voice thundered across the camp. Suvene recognized the voice of a battle-hardened leader. Even though he couldn’t understand the words, he recognized the anger at foot soldiers for disobeying orders, and he opened his eyes to see the Tredjard back away and sheath its knife. Across the camp, the phantom stood on one leg and berated the slaves for their actions. Suvene was returned to his tether, and the dying orc was dragged away, a trail of dark blood marking his last path. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    From a Bit of Bad News 
 
      
 
    Dorkhun became the Kiredurk capital during the Fourth Kingdom, under the rule of Dorkhene the Magnificent. He had believed that the previous capital, Kohnduhn, located too far north and too high in the tunnels, was hindering trade, so he requisitioned a team of miners, architects, sculptures, and engineers to carve Dorkhun in the most central point suitable for habitat. The Hall of Gronwheil, named for Dorkhene’s father, was the first permanent structure and became the seat of government as soon as it was ready. For the first two years, the royal family lived in a modest, wooden dwelling that caused many shortsighted council members to question the king’s sense of propriety, yet within a decade Dorkhun had become an economic juggernaut that vaulted the Kiredurk kingdom into the most prosperous nation in the world, save the Great Empire. 
 
    As the Kingdoms passed through the centuries, each succeeding generation celebrated Dorkhene’s vision by seeking out imaginative solutions to social and economic problems, and the solutions that worked well were named as one of Dorkhene’s Laws. By Kraganere’s time as tenth king of the Eighth Kingdom, there were twenty-six of these laws. Young Kiredurks analyzed each law as a means of training in law, social justice, and economics, studying the logic of each from problem to solution. In every city and township, a festival was held for students to read their analyses. 
 
    This year’s festival was very near, and Pulhdine, Executive Assistant to the Secretary of Military Intelligence, was at her desk picking the musical selections for Dorkhun’s festival when her assistant burst into the office. 
 
    “Forgive me,” the assistant’s assistant said. “But I have information that must get to the king.” 
 
    “What’s so important you interrupt me from this?” Pulhdine asked, motioning to the sheet music. 
 
    “It’s hard to explain.” 
 
    Pulhdine leaned back in her seat and sighed deeply, staring at the ceiling. This assistant had proven to be an annoying worrywart who rushed into Pulhdine’s office at least once a week with news that the kingdom was near collapse because of some looming disaster in a faraway township. She was certain this news would be no different. 
 
    “At least try,” she said, returning her gaze to the assistant. “I need to get back to business.” 
 
    “It’s about Roskin.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As she made her way to the council chamber, where Kraganere and the council worked through the day, Pulhdine organized her thoughts. She couldn’t launch into this information without softening it for the king, but she had no idea what to say first. The news was bad, far worse than anything she had ever had to deliver, and for the first time in her career, Pulhdine wished she had chosen something other than military intelligence. 
 
    The kingdom had always been peaceful, and in her service as Executive Assistant to the Secretary, she had had only one brush with bad news – albeit nothing of this magnitude. Pulhdine remembered the task of giving Kraganere that message. 
 
    “My lord,” she had said. “Roskin has had another incident at a grappling tournament.” 
 
    “What this time?” the king had asked, covering his face with his hand. 
 
    “After losing in the finals, he verbally assaulted the officials before smashing a little furniture in the arena.” 
 
    “A little?” 
 
    “Just a few wooden tables and some chairs, nothing valuable this time.” 
 
    “That boy is his own worst enemy. Send out this proclamation to the entire Kingdom, from the River of Fire to Erycke’s Tomb to the Kireghegon Halls. Roskin is hereby banned from any and all grappling events. Then, send him to my study. And tell him not to delay.”  
 
    Outside the chamber, she notified the attendant that she required an immediate audience with the king, and being Executive Assistant to the Secretary, she was ushered into the room. As she marched onto the chamber’s speaking floor, the sharp clomp of her boots on the polished marble floor sounded intrusive and unseemly to her, but the king and the council members either didn’t notice or didn’t mind, for they greeted her warmly. She thanked them for seeing her on such short notice and went through the normal protocol for speaking to this esteemed audience. When she finished her introductions, Pulhdine turned directly to the king and kneeled. 
 
    “My King, I have an important message for you.” 
 
    “Rise, Pulhdine. No need for such displays between friends.” 
 
    “Thank you, my Lord,” she returned, finding herself unable to stand erect. “I’m afraid I have a bit of bad news.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, old friend. You know we don’t kill the messenger - usually.” 
 
    The council chuckled at the joke, but when Pulhdine did not, the king’s expression turned serious. 
 
    “Then, tell me.” 
 
    “It’s Roskin, my Lord.” 
 
    “Yes?” the king asked, his eyes narrowing in concern. 
 
    “We have received word from a spy among the outcasts that the ogres have somehow sold him to the orcs as a slave.” 
 
    The council murmured and glanced among each other, stating their varying opinions on the news. 
 
    “What nonsense is this?” Kraganere asked, raising his hand to silence the council and creasing his forehead to signal Pulhdine that he was not amused. 
 
    “Sir, I wouldn’t have come unless I believed the source. This spy has always been credible in the past.” 
 
    There was a long moment of anxious silence. 
 
    “The ogres have sold Roskin to the orcs as a slave,” Pulhdine repeated, thinking the king hadn’t understood her clearly. 
 
    Kraganere exploded from his seat and pointed at her: 
 
    “How dare you speak such rubbish! Leave this chamber at once. Leave this city forever.” 
 
    Pulhdine still couldn’t rise from the kneeling position, but she wanted more than anything to run from the room. Stuck kneeling before the king, Pulhdine saw firsthand where Roskin’s temper came from, for the king grabbed the edge of the council’s table, which weighed at least 500 pounds, and flipped it from between himself and the Executive Assistant with a primal grunt that drove through the room. Council members scattered to avoid the table and the chairs that it displaced. A guard grabbed Pulhdine by the arm and dragged her to the hallway, away from the king’s wrath, but even through the stone, she could hear him screaming profanities at the council members about her incompetence and lack of proper upbringing. Ashamed of how poorly she had delivered the news, Pulhdine collapsed on the cold floor and wept like a spoiled child denied its favorite toy. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    King Kraganere stomped around his study, demanding someone bring him real news of what had happened. It had been two weeks since the former Executive Assistant to the Secretary of Military Intelligence had disrupted actual business with her ridiculous claim about his son, and almost immediately, he had dispatched riders to bring back spies with valid reports. None had yet returned, and the king had failed to concentrate on any official business as his mind raced with violent thoughts about what had happened to Roskin above ground. 
 
    As he began to feel that he couldn’t wait much longer, one rider returned with a spy from an ogre clan just north of the village of Ghustaugaun, the place from which the original spy claimed Roskin had been sold. The new spy was brought to the king’s study, an unusual occurrence for anyone beneath an upper officer’s rank. The king, taking his seat behind the desk, ordered the thunderstruck spy to tell everything he knew about the situation. 
 
    “My news isn’t good. They say Roskin traveled into the ogre lands with a villain, and as punishment for his crime, he and the villain were sold to the orcs.” 
 
    “Who are ‘they’?” the king asked. 
 
    “The clan leaders, including the matriarch, of Ghlounsourhan.” 
 
    “But as a Kiredurk,” Master Sondious, a council member who was close to the king, said. “Roskin broke no ogre laws by traveling into their lands, even with a criminal. How do they justify this claim?” 
 
    “I can’t answer that. I don’t have any more information than that.” 
 
    Kraganere rose from behind his desk and resumed his pacing. 
 
    “This just doesn’t make sense, my King,” Master Sondious continued. “The ogres and Kiredurks have been allies for centuries. Why would they suddenly turn your heir over to orcs?” 
 
    “I know this much,” the spy offered, his voice tight with anxiety. “The ogres didn’t give Roskin directly to the orcs. They turned him over to a Ghaldeon slave-trader. It’s presumed that the Ghaldeon sold Roskin to orcs.” 
 
    “You are dismissed,” Kraganere said to the spy, motioning towards the door. Then, the king, obviously burdened by a deep anger, turned to his trusted friend. “Assemble the council by this afternoon.” 
 
    “My king,” Master Sondious returned. “We should wait for more news before we make any decisions. This is all hearsay and rumor. Roskin is probably fine.” 
 
    “Assemble the council, Master Sondious.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Master Sondious had grown up deep in the mines, the youngest son of a common laborer, and his family, while respected as good people and hard workers as far back as local history remembered, was not considered especially intellectual. In fact, as a youth, Sondious became the first member of his family to even attempt advanced studies, but in the Kiredurk culture, no capable dwarf was denied a fair opportunity for education. 
 
    During his advanced studies, Sondious became involved in political science and quickly earned respect as one of the most promising students of the Deep Region. By the time he was thirty, he had been promoted through the ranks of local government and on to a regional position as Special Advisor to the Governor of the Deep. Just before his thirty-fifth birthday, he was invited to Dorkhun to meet the ninth king of the Eighth Kingdom, and while in the palace, he befriended Kraganere, himself in his mid-thirties and on the verge of becoming king. It wasn’t long before Sondious was a permanent fixture in Dorkhun as an assistant to Master Kohldorghn, one of the most well-respected and most decorated council members of the Eighth Kingdom. 
 
    From his years as Kraganere’s friend and advisor, Sondious respected the king’s sense of fairness and keen awareness of the power of law and justice. Kraganere always strove to be fair to his subjects, almost to the point of fault, and whenever possible, the king gave his subjects a second and sometimes even a third chance to overcome their difficulties. With Roskin, Sondious had observed, Kraganere had shown superb patience, itself a tremendous feat, for the future eleventh king of the Eighth Kingdom had a penchant for trouble. Whether it be in grappling events or poetry recitals, Roskin’s temper usually had bested him, and the king had repeatedly been forced to make amends for his son. From this constant cycle, the king and heir had formed a deep bond, one Master Sondious, himself without children or even a spouse, could scarcely understand, so he couldn’t make sense of the king’s overblown reaction to the speculations surrounding Roskin and the ogres. How could one normally so reasoning and patient lose his self control so completely? 
 
    One thing that was clear, however, was that the king’s rage was affecting his decision making. For two weeks little official business had been conducted, and grave matters that would affect at least three economic cycles had been left untended. Master Sondious was gravely concerned with leaving important issues untended, and he liked making rash, uninformed decisions even less. He had learned from Master Kohldorghn that any matter worth coming before the council was worth at least one week’s study and another week’s deliberation. Master Sondious often enforced this standard to the chagrin of his colleagues, the king included. 
 
    Now, with Roskin in some sort of trouble, the king had recalled the council to deliberate on questionable information with less than an hour’s preparation. The whole business made Master Sondious uneasy, and he had said as much to Kraganere in the antechamber just before this meeting commenced. The king had responded that council members were welcome to leave meetings at any point. Unable to abandon his post at such a crucial time, Master Sondious had left the king in the antechamber and had taken his seat at the repaired table. 
 
    The other council members seemed discombobulated from the many disruptions to their routine, and they whispered among themselves, morphing the rumors and speculations with their own inferences, before the king entered from antechamber. When Kraganere came into the main chamber and took his seat without the usual protocol, a sharp hush fell. 
 
    “As you are aware,” the king began. “My son is missing and is believed to be...” He choked on the words. “The ogres have committed the worst possible treachery by sending him to that fate.” 
 
    “We should demand retribution,” one council member erupted, but he stopped short from a ferocious stare by Kraganere. 
 
    Again, silence overfilled the room and remained for several moments. Finally, the king broke the awful quiet: 
 
    “For as long as history records, the Kiredurks and ogres have lived peacefully as neighbors, and we have always respected each other’s cultures and customs without harsh judgments. For the last thirty years, we have given them more than generous support in their war against the Great Empire, and our kindness has been returned by this betrayal.” 
 
    “My king, we don’t know that for sure,” Master Sondious interrupted. Normally, he would have never opposed the king so directly, but he didn’t like Kraganere’s direction and wanted to stop it before a point was breached that couldn’t be mended. 
 
    “We have the reports of two highly respected spies, Master Sondious. What more do you require?” the council member who had spoken before said. 
 
    “I’d like to speak directly to the matriarch of this clan.” 
 
    “So she can lie and twist the truth?” the other returned. 
 
    “My king, she is a trusted friend. Many times, she has dined in your palace. We should send a diplomat to her to learn more before...” 
 
    “Silence! I did not call this meeting for deliberation.” 
 
    Master Sondious, sensing the words about to come from the king, bowed his head and closed his eyes. The cold, dark reality of defeat settled on him as he recognized that Kraganere had abandoned reason for emotion. He recalled Erycke the Just’s famous phrase that “peace starts and ends within” and saw now that it was more of an admonition than a proclamation. 
 
    “As granted by the Charter of Trust, let it be known that I, Kraganere of Dorkhun, Tenth King of the Eighth Kingdom, declare a state of peril, and as such, the powers of the council are hereby revoked until said peril passes. Let it also be known that all Kiredurks under my rule are from this point forward sworn enemies of all ogres.” 
 
    Master Sondious, gathering his composure after the initial dejection, set his mind to the tasks that needed accomplished. 
 
    “My king, our first priority should be to hire Ghaldeon blacksmiths from Kehldeon. Our smiths are not sufficient to prepare for what lies ahead.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Kraganere said to Master Sondious. Then, he turned to his page, who stood at-the-ready. “Dispatch riders at once to bring back as many blacksmiths as will come. Offer whatever compensation is necessary to attract their services.” 
 
    The page rushed from the room. 
 
    “As a statement of your justness in this matter,” Master Sondious continued. “We should allow all ogres currently within our borders safe passage out of the kingdom.” 
 
    “Why show compassion for the traitors?” 
 
    “This action will establish that you are on the side of justice and are not attacking unarmed civilians for the sake of quick revenge.” 
 
    “Well stated,” Master Londragheon said. She was often considered the wisest of the council. “The Ghaldeons are more likely to reject revenge, and we need their alliance for this campaign.” 
 
    “So be it,” Kraganere said, motioning to a second page. “Send word to every township that all ogres within our borders are to leave at once, and as long as they comply with this decree, their exit will be safe.” 
 
    The now defunct council murmured their collective agreement with the suggestions of Master Sondious and the orders of the king, and to the former, a contemptible enthusiasm had settled upon them. The kingdom was on the verge of losing its very essence as peaceful, and they were affirming it with smiles and congratulations as for a good harvest. While he had been the one to offer direction, Master Sondious recognized the gravity of the decisions. Many good dwarves and ogres were going to suffer terribly, and he did not find anything worthy of cheer in that fact. He had offered the suggestions because, as chief advisor to the king, that was his job, and if he stayed engaged with the king, he could bring to bear a measure of rationale and logic to this process. 
 
    As Master Sondious thought this, Kraganere rose from his seat and silenced them again by raising his right hand. Then, he spoke with a calm, firm voice. 
 
    “Council members, you are welcome to remain as advisors, but until the peril ends, you are relieved from your duties on this council. I alone will decide the actions of this kingdom. Prepare yourselves and your families accordingly. We are at war.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Gathering Strength 
 
      
 
    Roskin woke with a start and scrambled to his feet, drawing a dagger against an imaginary foe. The dream had felt real, and he was suddenly consumed by the dark fear that lingered on the periphery of his mind. For the first time, he saw what haunted him: a sickening image of Dorkhun in ruin and his father in disarray. While he had grown to accept the dark fear, this image that gave shape and substance to the feeling was horrific and more overwhelming than even the maelstrom that had seized him at Black Rock. 
 
    After a few minutes, he regained his composure, sheathed his dagger, and wiped sweat from his forehead. Sunrise was still an hour away, so he decided to check on the prisoners and ascertain for himself that their bindings remained steadfast. The prisoners’ hatred swelled each day, and their attempts to escape had grown more fervent since the throat slashing of the day before. While sentries watched them through the night, Roskin liked to see for himself in the dark that the straps and chains were holding. 
 
    The early morning dew soaked through the cuffs of his pants, sending chills up his legs as he strode through camp. Almost two weeks had passed since Crushaw had freed him and the other slaves, and in that time, the old general had organized the motley throng into a fairly efficient regiment. Roskin, who would one day be king of Dorkhun and commander of an enormous military, studied the manner in which Crushaw took charge each day. He didn’t act superior to anyone, especially the slow and weak, and he didn’t set himself apart from the mass to show his authority. Instead, he projected a confidence that was contagious, and he led not through fear and threat but through respect and dignity. From the battle-hardened Tredjards to the elves who rightly despised most humans, the entire regiment looked to him as their leader without question. 
 
    Thinking about Crushaw’s leadership, Roskin crept through the sleeping orcs and scanned the wagons to make sure the straps were tied. As he neared a group of three, the dark fear flared up, this time showing an image of Crushaw with a blade at his throat, and Roskin turned and sprinted as hard as his back – still sore from the lashing he had received for escaping – would allow. He drew his dagger as he neared where the general slept and prepared for whatever enemy he might find. 
 
    When Roskin reached his friend, he found him wide awake and alert, without a hint of trouble. Still, for nearly half an hour he searched the area for any sign of danger, but nothing was awry. For the first time, the rush of fear had given an image not connected to reality. Finally satisfied all was well, he gave up his search and returned to Crushaw. 
 
    “What was that?” the old man asked. 
 
    Roskin, exhausted and pale, shrugged and sat at the edge of the wagon’s bed. 
 
    “Couldn’t sleep?” Crushaw persisted. 
 
    “Just thinking about home.” 
 
    “We’ll get you there, young master.” 
 
    “I know, Red. I have faith.” 
 
    “It won’t be easy. We’ll need more troops to get through. Some have been telling me about the mountains. We’re too outnumbered to fight those orcs.” 
 
    “What’s your plan?” 
 
    “There are several plantations between here and there. We need to free more slaves to swell our ranks.” 
 
    Crushaw explained that the Slithsythe Plantation, with its strategic location near the Crimson Road of the wilds, was the exception rather than the rule. The orcs surmised that it made sense to station troops there to guard against both slave escapes and potential invasions, but most plantations, especially those this far inside orc territory, had very few soldiers on the grounds, and in fact, many relied solely on overseers and lowly orc field-hands for protection. Crushaw believed they would have little trouble freeing a dozen plantations. 
 
    The entire camp began to stir, and Roskin returned to his campsite to gather his things before the day’s march began. Between the images of Dorkhun in ruin and Crushaw in danger, he was already drained, and the march loomed as daunting. Still, he gladly accepted the sore legs and feet, for each advance towards the land of the Marshwoggs got him one day closer to home. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As he watched the runaway creep among the sleeping orcs, Suvene wondered what the rock-brain was up to. Given the extraordinary disregard for life these slaves showed, Suvene half expected the dwarf to kill someone in his sleep. When the runaway was within arm’s reach of Suvene, it suddenly and without warning turned and ran towards the phantom. Suvene couldn’t believe he was a prisoner to such a stupid and foolish lot. 
 
    He knew enough of geography and astronomy to know that they were at least a month from the mountains, moving at their current pace, and they were traveling exactly the direction he had guessed they would. Now, all he needed to do was free himself and reach one of the two fortresses near the Pass of Hard Hope, where thousands of well-trained orcs were garrisoned. If those soldiers could be forewarned, an army could be roused to greet the slaves before they crossed the mountains. 
 
    Each day, Suvene studied the slaves’ habits to find his best opportunity for escape. Through the night and during meals, they were well-guarded, so those times were out. During the day’s march, the hunting party moved in a fairly broad perimeter around the mass, so his odds of slipping by them if he did manage to get away from the wagon were slim. The only time that offered his best hope of escape was during the daily drills. 
 
    While the slaves drilled with the stolen weapons, the guards that watched the orcs often became enthralled by the sparring and would ignore the captives for several minutes at a time. All Suvene needed was a day when they were camped near terrain that would offer adequate cover, and he would slink into the brush or tall grass or trees and disappear during the drills. 
 
    He had already practiced removing the strap that bound his wrists to the wagon, and he could free himself from it in less than thirty heartbeats without attracting attention. When the time was right, he would take his chances and run for one of the fortresses, and by all that was just in the civilized world, he would avenge his failure and strike down the phantom. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two days after Roskin’s dream of Dorkhun, he and nine others, including Molgheon and Vishghu, slunk through the tall savannah grass on the edge of a massive cotton plantation. Molgheon had already scouted the area and, as Crushaw had predicted, found only a handful of soldiers guarding the big house. With Crushaw still hobbled, she took charge of the raid and developed the strategy for seizing control. 
 
    She would lead four other archers to the western side of the house to cover the five who would strike from the northern side. Leinjar, a veteran Tredjard who had been captive with Roskin at the Slithsythe, would lead the strike team. Under cover of darkness, they would position themselves outside the big house and attack just as the sleepy orcs exited the modest barracks. Molgheon’s archers would take down any overseers or lowly orcs or even slaves that tried to assist the soldiers. With any luck, the entire plantation would be taken in a matter of minutes. 
 
    From the tall grasses, Molgheon led her team across a cotton field and onto the tops of two work buildings near the big house. Leinjar waited until the archers were in position before leading Roskin and the others across another field. Even though sunrise was a couple of hours away and the entire plantation seemed sound asleep, Roskin feared every rustle of grass or leaf would rouse attention and spoil their surprise, and the slow walk through the field, though barely three hundred yards, felt as if it took an hour. 
 
    When they reached their hiding place, Roskin’s mouth was dry and his legs were rubber. The four dwarves dug in behind a water trough between the big house and the barracks. The ogre hid behind a small shed. He had been in several battles, but this was his first ambush. He didn’t much like the stealth, for he preferred an open battle on equal terms. However, Crushaw believed that the chaos of marching the entire army onto the plantation would leave too much opportunity for orcs to escape and have troops waiting for them at the next plantation. A surprise attack by a small force had the best chance to control the situation, he reasoned. 
 
    Time crawled by, and boredom weighed on Roskin like dew on the cotton leaves. The young Kiredurk, filled with rage and shame at what the orcs had done to him, was ready to attack them at first sight, but the tedium lulled him into a memory of home, causing him to lose focus on the doorway of the barracks. The others must’ve fallen into the same trap, for when the door opened, none motioned to get ready. The first orc to emerge sniffed the air and mumbled something in orcish to the soldiers still inside. 
 
    When he heard the orc’s voice, Roskin’s heart froze and his limbs turned weak. For a moment, his hip and back ached at the memory of the Slithsythe, but just as fast, the ache mushroomed into rage, and without waiting for Leinjar’s signal, Roskin jumped from behind the trough and drew his sword. 
 
    The orc looked at the Kiredurk as if seeing an unexpected friend, but the expression quickly changed to agony as Roskin drove his blade into its belly. As it slumped to the ground, dark blood flowing onto the worn path of the doorway, Roskin greeted the next orc with a horizontal slash across the throat. That orc collapsed onto the first, and both died within seconds. 
 
    The third orc emerged with its pike ready and drove at the Kiredurk with a ferocious lunge, but Roskin, much too deft for such a clumsy attack, stepped to the side and drove his sword into the orc’s exposed ribs. In that instant, a fourth orc was about to reach him. Roskin tried to withdraw the sword but found it stuck fast in the thrashing body. He grunted and tugged on the hilt, but the blade was wedged too tightly and wouldn’t release. The fourth orc stabbed at him with a halberd, and Roskin let go of his sword and dove sideways to escape the blow. As he scrambled to his feet, he drew from his back a pair of ancient throwing axes that Crushaw had given him. They were light as air in his hands, and instead of hurling them at his foe, he used them like regular hand axes and exploded into the fourth orc with a series of slashes. The orc staggered backwards, squealing from the lacerations on its arms and chest, but Roskin closed in, his fury boiling in the faint light of dawn. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Since Roskin had control of the main entrance to the barracks, Vishghu moved to the rear of the building and, using her massive club, crushed the skull of an orc trying to crawl out a window. Inside, the remaining soldiers stood back to back in a circle, their hands trembling from fear of death. As she peered through the window, Vishghu felt a twinge of pity for the beasts. They were all about to die, and they knew it, were powerless to stop it, and she would be, at least in part, a cause of their demise. Unlike the Tredjards who all knew someone killed by them and unlike Roskin who had endured several weeks of torment and torture at their hands, Vishghu had no reason to hate them. Her lack of hate left room for sympathy, and she considered letting them slip by and run for the fields. But emotions aside, Vishghu was a dutiful soldier, and to let these orcs escape would put all of them in danger. She stood her ground and readied her club to strike any that might attempt the window again. 
 
    To her left, she noticed a group of orc field hands, armed with hoes and crude machetes, running to the barracks, but most of them didn’t make it, for Molgheon and the other archers cut them down as they crossed the open ground. The ones that did avoid the arrows were greeted by Leinjar and the other two Tredjards. Whatever dreams of honor and glory the field hands might have harbored were dismissed quickly by the vicious dwarves. 
 
    Vishghu had led these Tredjards into battle at the Slithsythe and had seen firsthand just how ferocious they could be. They had spent many years as slaves, fighting in hand-to-hand battles against other dwarves to amuse the orcs. From torment, starvation, and their years as what the orcs called “leisure slaves,” these Tredjards had become even more bloodthirsty than most of their kin, and for them, any opportunity to kill an orc was greeted warmly. As they tore apart the hapless field hands, Vishghu had to look away. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After seeing Vishghu out the back window, the remaining soldiers decided that their best chances were through the Kiredurk, so they formed a tight line and charged. Roskin backed from the entrance and crouched defensively to receive them. With a powerful right backhand, he struck the leader in the chest and pirouetted in the opposite direction to avoid the stampede. The leader crumpled to the ground, and the next two tripped over it and smashed face first on the hard earth. 
 
    Roskin danced and chopped through the remaining four, spinning and grunting as the ancient axes sliced flesh. Before any of the four could even swing its pike or halberd, the dwarf had mortally wounded them all. Then, he extinguished the two on the ground. When he was done, his clothes and beard were damp with sweat and orc blood, and the Tredjards, finished with the field hands, gathered around the carnage. 
 
    “Impressive,” Leinjar said, his wild eyes scanning the scene. “We’ll secure the big house.” 
 
    Once they left, Roskin found his abandoned sword and ripped it from the orc’s ribcage. After wiping it clean on another orc’s shirt, he sheathed the sword and then cleaned the axes and slipped them into the straps on his back. He had expected to feel better after killing them, as if their deaths would avenge the anguish from the Slithsythe, but the emptiness had only widened with the battle. Now, the thrill of battle spent, he simply wanted to be home. 
 
    While the others secured the big house, he sat on the damp ground and sharpened his sword. Once the masters were subdued, Leinjar, Vishghu, the Tredjards, and the archers led the prisoners strong enough to march to the main camp where Crushaw waited. Molgheon remained behind to watch the older and feebler orcs who would be left at the plantation. After securing them to the porch, she sat beside Roskin and watched him run the blade along the whetstone. 
 
    “You fought well,” she said. “Not much impresses me, but you have skill.” 
 
    Roskin nodded his thanks. 
 
    “But as the leader on this raid, I can’t ignore two things.” 
 
    Roskin looked her in the eyes, and for just a moment, her expression melted from cold and distant to warm and almost motherly. He quickly looked away. 
 
    “First, you were daydreaming when the orcs came out. You can’t lose focus like that. If they’d been a more dangerous lot, you guys would’ve been in trouble.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Roskin said, flipping his sword to sharpen the other side. “I’ll do better.” 
 
    “Second, you charged before Leinjar gave the signal. Again, if they’d been better, you might’ve been overwhelmed. Be more disciplined.” 
 
    As heir to the throne, Roskin listened with amazement. He had rarely heard such forthright criticism. While his teachers had taught him well and had attempted to correct his poor behavior, their critiques had usually been gilded with praise, for none wanted to incite the ire of the king or the heir. At first, Roskin’s temper flared at her brazen speech, but instead of lambasting her in return, he held his tongue and let her words sink in. After a few minutes, he looked back at her, wanting to say something kind in return, but her face had already returned to its distant mask, shutting him out completely. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Using the orcish he had known as a childhood slave, Crushaw spoke to the newly freed slaves, most of whom were, like him, slaves from birth. He explained the overall situation, how the makeshift army from the Slithsythe Plantation was marching towards the Pass of Hard Hope to enter the lands of the Marshwoggs. They would probably be met by a massive army and needed as many soldiers as possible to have any chance of victory. Any who wanted to join were free, he told them, but they would be bound to follow his leadership. Any who chose to follow the army but not fight would be bound to provide whatever hard labor was necessary to prepare for battle. Any who chose not to join them at all would be left at the plantation with the orc masters too feeble to travel. 
 
    En masse, the freed slaves joined Crushaw and took an oath to do their part in reaching the Marshwoggs. Most wanted to battle, even those much too old and frail for warfare, and Crushaw had to force more than one to accept a more passive role. As a slave, Crushaw had seen slaves snitch on others and keep themselves under orcish rule out of fear and low self-esteem. He was both surprised and pleased by the spirit these people showed. 
 
    At once, he put them to work. Another mobile forge was assembled, and new blacksmiths went to work refitting armor and weapons for the freed dwarves, elves, and humans. New archers joined the hunting party, and the daily drills became even more raucous. 
 
    Over the next two weeks, the basic scenario of capturing the plantation was repeated ten times, and the number of freed slaves grew from just over a hundred to around fifteen hundred. The ones healthy enough to fight numbered nearly a thousand, and as the number got larger and larger, Crushaw’s leadership became more and more evident. When necessary, he delegated authority to Molgheon and Leinjar, who were his captains, and allowed them to handle small problems and maintain routine activities. But like any good leader, every major decision and each unusual endeavor was handled directly by Crushaw himself. 
 
    One noontime after the eleventh plantation had fallen, Crushaw called Vishghu and Roskin to his wagon. His ankle was healing well, and although it couldn’t quite bear weight, the elfish healer taking care of it was certain it would be fully healed within a couple of weeks. Even so, Crushaw knew that he wouldn’t be his most effective during the coming battle, so he wanted the ogre and dwarf to understand their roles. 
 
    “Roskin, you’ll fight under Leinjar. I’m counting on you to serve him well.” 
 
    The Kiredurk nodded, but his eyes showed his disappointment at not leading a unit. 
 
    “Don’t take it personally, young master. You just lack battlefield experience. Soon, you’ll lead an entire army. Vishghu, you’ll fight near me, helping me hold the center. You’ll have to inspire the others to keep the line.” 
 
    “You’re their inspiration,” Vishghu responded. 
 
    “For now, but once we get to battle, they’ll need someone else.” 
 
    “You’re the leader,” Roskin said. “They’ll fight and die for you.” 
 
    “They want to fight for me today, but I haven’t forced them to march through the night yet. I haven’t made them dig trenches until their hands bleed and their backs ache. Then, we’ll see how badly they want to fight for me.” 
 
    The dwarf and ogre were silent, each showing that they understood his point, and he gave them a brief overview of his plan. They would find suitable terrain that would squeeze the orcs into a narrow formation, one where they couldn’t overwhelm either flank by sheer volume. Then, while Crushaw, Vishghu, and the main force held the front line, Molgheon would use her archers to thin the interior of the orc ranks. Finally, Leinjar would lead a secondary force to the rear, hopefully cutting off any retreat. The two biggest obstacles to the plan were finding the right terrain and suckering the orcs into the disadvantage. 
 
    “Now, I need the two of you to really put these new troops through their drills today. We don’t have much time to get them ready, so work them hard every day.” 
 
    With that, Crushaw dismissed them and quickly ate his lunch of fresh deer and winter berries. There were many preparations to be made, and he had scarce time to have this group ready for battle. His mind swam with thoughts, and he tried to organize each task by priority. Foremost on his list was resuming the march, followed by scouting for good terrain to defend. His needs were so specific that he alone knew what to look for, so he would have to ride ahead, maybe with a couple of elves for protection, to find the right spot. His ankle felt much better, but he didn’t relish the idea of trying to control a horse with it. To prepare himself for the coming pain, he thought about the food troughs from his childhood, how the half-rotten food stank as they scooped it into their mouths by hand. With that image fresh in his mind, he could steel himself against the discomfort of his ankle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    The Storm Brews 
 
      
 
    The first Ghaldeon blacksmiths had arrived in Dorkhun that morning, and already, King Kraganere had them at work fashioning weapons. Since the proclamation of war with the ogre clans, word had spread through the kingdom rapidly, and willing soldiers were traveling to the capital by the hundreds. The fervor of war had taken hold of the kingdom, and most of the citizens had been swept up by it, a madness that terrified Master Sondious. 
 
    Almost overnight, dwarves who had been peaceful and studious became bloodthirsty and vengeful, especially as news of Roskin’s fate followed the words of war. Master Sondious had expected the Kiredurks to reject the king’s rush to war and Kraganere to realize his rashness before events progressed to actual battle. Now, after seeing the eagerness with which so many had embraced it, he expected a long, tedious campaign that would claim many lives. 
 
    Nonetheless, he had remained in the king’s favor, offering advice that appeared on the surface to be sound preparations for war, but in reality, he had been stalling for time, hoping that more news of Roskin would arrive and end the madness. Now, his hope had run out, for the ogres were gathering at the base of the eastern gate mountain. Unless King Kraganere recanted and offered a full apology for his accusations, by ogre custom, they would attack one complete cycle from the full moon after the accusations were made. By Master Sondious’s reckoning, that meant nine days. 
 
    From his study chamber in the Hall of Gronwheil, Master Sondious watched a group of young soldiers gather in a courtyard below. Their jovial laughter betrayed their actions as they took turns stabbing a straw effigy of an ogre. As one would stab, the others would offer grandiose predictions of how many ogres they would each kill. The scene sickened Master Sondious. 
 
    None of those young dwarves had seen a battlefield before. In fact, other than their training, they had barely been in more than a fistfight. While he himself had not fought in a battle, he had seen warfare in person as a young dwarf. During his tenure as Special Advisor to the Governor of the Deep, he had traveled as an envoy into the free Ghaldeon lands while the Resistance was at its strongest. The Great Empire, while ultimately unable to hold those lands for long, had pushed near Kehldeon, and the Special Advisor’s convoy had been stranded between two surprise attacks. 
 
    Master Sondious, who had been sheltered his entire life because of his intellect, would never forget the screams of both humans and dwarves as the battles raged around them. When the attacks subsided enough for his convoy to make a run for the mountain trail, he had been forced to run through a field strewn with dead and dying and body parts of all kinds. The images and smells still woke him in the night. 
 
    These soldiers had no idea what fate awaited them if they indeed found themselves in battle, and Master Sondious pitied their ignorance. The greatest asset the Kiredurks had ever possessed was their peaceful isolation, but the side effect of isolation was that many thought war glorious and romantic. Few of them had experienced the realities of destruction. Master Sondious now believed that if more Kiredurks had been exposed to fighting, then fewer would be so eager to send off their young ones. 
 
    His thoughts were distracting him from his tasks at hand, so he closed the shutters to the window and returned to his desk. He had to calculate production rates for the blacksmiths to determine how many troops could be moved from Dorkhun to the eastern gate within the next two days. It normally took seven days to walk the distance, but the soldiers could quicken their pace to make it in four or five. That would give them time to rest and prepare for battle. 
 
    Given their tactical advantage with the terrain and the fortifications of the gate, the Kiredurks wouldn’t need more than a few dozen soldiers to withstand the initial onslaught. The biggest difficulty, however, was that most Kiredurk weapons and armor were of too poor a quality to last in any kind of sustained battle, so every soldier needed to be equipped with at least Ghaldeon axes. By Master Sondious’s estimate, the blacksmiths could have three dozen axes completed in two days. While certainly not enough for a prolonged campaign, that number of soldiers could hold the eastern gate for a couple of days until reinforcements arrived. 
 
    A knock came to his door, and he called for the person to enter. When the door opened, he was greeted by the captain of the king’s personal guard, an imposing dwarf with thick arms and a long, full beard. Even though Master Sondious held higher rank within the kingdom, the captain always humbled the frail advisor. He motioned for his visitor to enter the room and take a seat. 
 
    “How may I serve you, Captain Roighwheil?” 
 
    “We need to talk,” the captain responded, closing the door. 
 
    “My ear always welcomes your council, Captain. What is your need?” 
 
    “First off, Master Sondious, you know I’m not much on manners and such,” Roighwheil continued, standing behind the empty chair across from the advisor’s desk. “So forgive me if I breech some diplomatic etiquette.” 
 
    “Nonsense, Captain. Let’s drop the courtly garbage and talk like dwarves.” For all of his intellect and education, Master Sondious was still a dwarf of the Deep, and at will he could slip into the informal dialect of his youth. 
 
    “Well, you and me haven’t always been on the same page, and I’m sure you think I’m just a dumb old battleaxe...” 
 
    “Nonsense! Your beard is the same as mine.” 
 
    “Well, anyway, I’ve been watching how you’ve handled this whole call to war, and I know that you’ve done everything in your power to stop it.” 
 
    “I am loyal to the king, Captain Roighwheil,” Master Sondious said in his most serious voice, suddenly fearful of what might happen next. 
 
    “We’re all loyal to him. That’s not questioned. I’m here because you and me are on the same page this time.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I think the king’s rushing. War is serious, probably the most serious thing there is, but we’re going into this all wrong.” 
 
    Master Sondious relaxed a little and leaned back in his chair. He wasn’t sure what to say to the captain. 
 
    “The way I see it,” the captain continued. “Maybe you could travel to the eastern gate and talk with the ogres. Maybe we can stop this foolishness.” 
 
    “Captain Roighwheil, what you are suggesting could be deemed treason.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that, but it’s our only hope to end this without bloodshed. My oldest boy is in the Elite Guard. He’ll be at the gate in no time if this continues. I can’t...” 
 
    The captain’s eyes filled with moisture, and he fell silent. Master Sondious rose from his seat and moved to the other side of his desk. He stood before the captain and reached out his hand. 
 
    “We’ll try our best,” Master Sondious said, shaking the captain’s hard, calloused hand. His own felt soft and weak in the firm grasp. “We’ll try our best.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two nights later, as the first units of newly equipped soldiers said farewells to their families and sweethearts, a festival was held on the steps of the palace. The best singers and musicians of Dorkhun lavished the young soldiers with songs of heroic deeds and warriors from earlier kingdoms. Many beautiful speeches were made by important dignitaries, including the king himself, and everyone there believed wholeheartedly that the Kiredurks would quickly defeat the ogres. 
 
    Master Sondious was conspicuously absent from the festival, and more than one dwarf asked the king where his top advisor was during such a monumental event. Kraganere repeated the story dutifully, explaining how Master Sondious had requested an opportunity to travel to the eastern gate to inspect the preparations for himself and to boost morale among the guards already there. The king had resisted at first, but Master Sondious had convinced him of the importance of this trip, so Kraganere had relented. 
 
    Without the council to assist him and without his most trusted and beloved advisor, the king felt the enormity of the kingdom on his shoulders. Despite the fact that he had ruled for twenty years, he doubted his own leadership at this critical time. In fact, he enjoyed listening to the council’s ideas and deciding which one made the most sense. He preferred running ideas by Master Sondious for advice before implementing them as law. While the council members had remained in the capital and could be called to order at any moment, his proclamation of the state of peril had changed their role from one of shared governance to one of subservience to his will. That changed the dynamic of their meetings, and the king could sense their reluctance to put forth ideas. 
 
    Once the soldiers were on their way, the festival dissipated away from the palace, and the king returned to his study. Reports had come back on the strength of the ogre clans gathering at the gate, and he needed to read them before turning in for the night. Even with such important business to occupy him, his thoughts returned to Roskin again and again. 
 
    Other than when he had been struck by the arrow and had feared death would take him, Kraganere had known only fleeting fear. Now, with his son suffering an unknown fate, terror flooded him like melting snow in spring. Every time he tried to focus on something necessary and important, the sensation would rush through him, and his thoughts would turn to poison. 
 
    Alone in his study, with portraits of Roskin and Roskin’s mother across the room, the terror enveloped him, and Kraganere compared their features, staring from one portrait and then back to the other. Roskin had his forehead, nose, and chin. No one could deny that, but he had his mother’s eyes, wild and unrelenting, the kind that cut through facades and made the weak turn away. The king’s love for the wild elf and his son was overpowering, and the conflicting emotions, terror and love, filled his chest and made it hard to breathe. Unable to control himself, he rose from his desk and called for Captain Roighwheil. 
 
    “Yes, my king?” the captain said as the king strode out of his study and down the hall. Roighwheil turned and followed. 
 
    “Prepare your unit to travel,” Kraganere, who usually spoke warmly to the captain, barked. 
 
    “Yes sir, but where to?” 
 
    “We’re going to the eastern gate.” The king turned down the stairwell that led to the palace’s armory. 
 
    “Is that wise?” the captain asked, following him down the steps. 
 
    “Your approval was not sought, Captain. Only your compliance.” 
 
    “Yes, my king.” 
 
    The captain stopped on the stairs and went back up to gather the king’s guards together to give them the orders. The king continued to the armory, where he called for the chief steward to assist him. The steward, a chubby and somewhat dim-witted dwarf who was rarely asked to do more than keep the king’s weapons and armor clean and well-oiled, stared at the king as if he had been asked to fly across the mountains. 
 
    “Move your backside,” Kraganere bellowed. 
 
    The steward clambered to his feet and opened the rack that held the king’s best axes. While Kraganere chose the weapons he would take, the steward unpacked a suit of mail suitable for battle. Pleased with both his weapons and the mail, Kraganere ordered the steward to deliver them to the livery. Then, he returned upstairs to instruct his wife and other children that he was heading to the eastern gate. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Master Sondious rode for three days, barely sleeping more than a couple of hours a night and changing ponies frequently as he passed through cities and townships. When he finally reached the eastern gate, he had at least four days before the moon cycle ended to talk with the ogres and lower tensions, so he slept for a full night and spent half of the next day grooming himself to greet the clan matriarchs present. 
 
    At the gate, these soldiers acted much the same as the young ones in Dorkhun outside the advisor’s window, a lot of blustering and bravado about how badly they were going to defeat their enemy. Master Sondious ignored the pretense and focused on what he wanted to say to the ogres. First, he would apologize on behalf of the council. This apology would not violate any ethical boundaries because he had the authority to speak for the council. Second, he would offer tribute to the matriarchs as compensation for their time and energy in traveling to the eastern gate under these circumstances. He would use his personal wealth as the capital. Third, he would request a reprieve of one moon cycle to allow him to gather more information on the fate of the heir, which might prompt the king to recant his accusations, thus staving off war. Given his knowledge of ogre customs, he believed that these three acts would appease the matriarchs’ anger and provide the needed time. 
 
    That afternoon, once he knew his speech was well enough rehearsed, he dressed in his best silken clothes and walked through the eastern gate. The soldiers called for him to stop and return inside, but with his position, they could not force him to do anything. A mile in the distance down the mountain, he could see the ogres’ camps, so he marched steadily towards them. At the gate, which was over 8,000 feet up, the spring snows were still deep and powdery, and the going was slow. As he neared the camps, a platoon of several young ogres blocked his path and ordered him to halt. 
 
    “As a dignitary from the Council of Dorkhun, I request an audience with your matriarchs.” 
 
    “That so?” an ogre asked, patting down the advisor for weapons. 
 
    “I bring news from the capital.” 
 
    “Give us the news, and we’ll see it gets to them.” 
 
    Master Sondious was appalled at the impudence of these ogres. For thousands of years, they had been peaceful allies, and in any dispute, both sides had without fail honored the right of a dignitary to speak to his or her counterpart. When he got in front of the matriarchs, he would voice his displeasure with this rudeness. 
 
    “I repeat my request to speak to your matriarchs. I am from the king’s council.” 
 
    “Hear that? He’s from the council,” the ogre who had patted him down said. His disdain was thick, and Master Sondious’s stomach turned cold. 
 
    “Maybe he’s an important rock-brain,” a second ogre said from behind the advisor. 
 
    “Let’s not insult each other, my friends...” 
 
    “Friends? Is he accusing us of fraternizing with the enemy?” the first ogre asked her companions. 
 
    “I believe so,” a third answered. 
 
    A club struck the back of Master Sondious’s legs, and he collapsed in the snow, blinding pain shooting from his legs up his back. 
 
    “We’re not friends with any treacherous rock-brains,” the first ogre said, standing over him. 
 
    Master Sondious tried to crawl from them, but as he clawed at the snow with his hands, the ogre that had struck him scooped him up and tossed him over her shoulder. The platoon marched back to their lines, and Master Sondious stared in the direction of the eastern gate. His nearsightedness, the result of a lifetime underground with little need to see beyond half a mile, would allow him to make out only a blurred outline of the gate’s fortifications. For the first time he saw that the war was beyond control, beyond reason, a realization that came much too late. He was certain he would never again see home. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    King Kraganere arrived at the eastern gate with his guards and the first Ghaldeon-armed soldiers a full day after Master Sondious had been taken prisoner. Upon hearing the news, he raced to and burst through the gate, determined to charge down the mountain and attack the ogres himself. Captain Roighwheil tackled him from behind and restrained him till the initial rage wore off. When Kraganere calmed down, the captain led the distraught king back inside, and once they were safe, he kneeled at the feet of the king and spoke: 
 
    “I didn’t mean for this to happen.” 
 
    “Nothing to forgive,” the king answered, sensing the captain’s fear. “You saved me from my rage.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean.” 
 
    “Stand up, Captain. Tell me what you do mean.” 
 
    Captain Roighwheil told him the entire story of how he had met with Master Sondious and discussed sending the advisor to negotiate with the ogres. The king listened, his face twitching as the rage boiled again. He couldn’t believe that in such a short time, barely two months, so much could unravel around him: his son sold as a slave by his closest allies; the first Kiredurk war in two Kingdoms; betrayal by his best, most trusted warrior; and his friend and closest advisor a prisoner to the enemy. The entirety of it staggered him. He found a stool and sat. 
 
    “Captain Roighwheil, when this war is over, you will appear before the council to answer for your actions.” 
 
    The captain lowered his head in shame, and his head was so low, his beard almost touched the floor. 
 
    “Until then,” Kraganere continued. “Can I count on you? Are you still on my side, or has even that been taken from me?” 
 
    “My king,” the captain said, kneeling back at the king’s feet. “I’ll serve you till my death.” 
 
    “Then, prepare the troops for battle. We have much to do.” 
 
    The captain rose and looked Kraganere in the eyes. The king stared back and, for a moment, saw himself as Master Sondious and Captain Roighwheil must have seen him these last few days. He had let his emotions override the etiquette, logic, and sound judgment a king should follow, and he had accused his allies and neighbors of an outlandish crime based on the secondhand news of one spy. Regardless of what had happened to Roskin, he had brought his kingdom to this point, and he would either lead them through it or fail. 
 
    Oddly enough, he found comfort in the last thought. No one else had been as well-educated and well-trained as he had for governing a nation. He was the tenth king of his line, and each before him had faced his own crisis and had had the strength of character to overcome it. He was one of them, shared their blood and their strength. He could and would face this challenge and lead his kingdom through it. 
 
    With that, he rose from his stool and found Captain Roighwheil, who was organizing the soldiers into stations for defending the gate. The king stood behind his captain and watched the dwarf lead them with confidence and purpose. Kraganere would not hold a grudge against what Roighwheil and Sondious had attempted. Instead, he would probably honor them for serving the kingdom ahead of the king. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the dark of midnight, Master Sondious lay on the snow, both legs broken from the club’s blow. He was well behind the front line but not near the matriarchs, and there was little hope of gaining an audience with them. He was certain they were going to kill him, probably just before the battle began and probably in full view of the gate. The ogres liked to do that to the humans of the Great Empire to diminish morale before a fight. 
 
    He wasn’t saddened by the knowledge, and while he didn’t want to die, he wasn’t scared either. Instead, he was more ashamed at his own poor judgment of the situation. Ogres rarely forgave an indiscretion, and whether or not Roskin had befriended their most hated enemy, the perception was that he had done so. Perception was reality, in most cases, and Master Sondious had only considered King Kraganere’s accusation as the cause for this war. As it were, he deduced, the ogres were more upset with Roskin and his perceived treachery than the king’s declaration. That action had merely been the last catalyst. 
 
    Master Sondious saw now that he could have done nothing with either side to prevent this war. He found it curious that events were somehow steered to this course, almost as if by some person or some force. Regardless, he would die soon, never to know the outcome of this postulation. His only consolation was that he would die a loyal Kiredurk, for he had used all his skills and energy to protect the kingdom. Even though he had failed, it was not from wont of effort. 
 
    The battle would begin sometime the next day, which meant the ogres would come for him early in the morning. From what he had read about the custom, his death would be slow and would involve many clubs. He had to keep his wits so as not to cry too pitifully during the pain, but he was weakening from lack of food and water. The ogres had offered him nothing, and all he had been able to get for himself was an occasional mouthful of snow. 
 
    Most of the ogres surrounding him were asleep, and the few still awake were preoccupied with readying their weapons and discussing strategies. Through the darkness, Master Sondious saw a figure moving through the camp, but none of the ogres noticed as it darted in and out and around the sleeping platoons. At first, the advisor thought he was hallucinating out of pain or hunger but as the figure neared, he recognized the dwarf and almost called out in joy. He bit down on his lip, enough to draw blood, to stifle any sound as Captain Roighwheil knelt beside him. 
 
    “Can you walk?” the captain mouthed, not actually speaking. 
 
    Master Sondious shook his head and pointed to his crippled legs. Captain Roighwheil didn’t hesitate as he scooped up and laid the frail dwarf on his back across the captain’s shoulders. Master Sondious, knocked nearly unconscious by the explosive pain of his bouncing legs, allowed no sound to escape his lips. The effort took almost more will than he had left. In a moment, the two, burden-bearer and burden, slunk back through the camp. With each step, lightning tore through the advisor’s legs, and he wasn’t sure if he could remain conscious. 
 
    He turned his head to see if anyone was following them and, to his horror, saw about two hundred yards away a group of three ogres staring in his direction and motioning to each other. He turned the other way and saw that he and Roighwheil were clear of the front line, so he whispered that they had been noticed. Roighwheil quickened his pace, but in the deep snow and up the steep incline, each step was an ordeal. With each jostle, nauseating pain raced through Master Sondious’s legs. He looked back and saw that the three ogres were trotting in their direction. 
 
    “Drop me and run, Captain,” Master Sondious said. “Save yourself.” 
 
    “No,” the captain puffed. Each breath he took was deep and arduous. 
 
    One of the ogres called out, and others roused from sleep. In a moment dozens of ogres had joined the chase, which had quickened to a steady run. The distance had closed to less than a hundred yards, and the captain and the advisor were still a quarter of a mile from the gate. As the ogres neared, their shouts and calls grew clearer, and Master Sondious screamed at Roighwheil to save himself. This time the captain didn’t answer. 
 
    The ogres were within twenty yards, and one had hurled its club at them, missing Roighwheil’s back by a couple of feet. They were near the gate but far enough away that Master Sondious knew they would be overtaken by the charging mass. The pain in his legs was nearly unbearable, and part of him hoped that the ogres would kill him quickly to end it. 
 
    The ogres were upon them now. Their ragged breathing from running up the hill sounded wild and brutal to the advisor. He had known ogres his entire life, and not once had he ever thought of them as anything but kind, reasonable people who were – while not as cultured and sophisticated as the Kiredurks – a race that respected law and upheld justice. Now, with a pack of them clamoring to rip him to pieces, he hated them with a fervor he had never known. In this moment, they were crazed animals as far removed from civilized beings as the cave trolls of the wild deep. 
 
    The nearest ogre raised its club to strike the captain’s legs, but before it could swing, an object whistled just over Master Sondious’s head and struck the ogre in the throat. The massive beast stumbled forward a couple of steps and fell in the snow. Suddenly, the air was alive with whistling, and several ogres were hit by crossbow bolts from the archers at the gate. In the next instant, a line of Kiredurks charged down the mountainside and exploded into the stunned ogres with their axes flashing in the moonlight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Calculating 
 
      
 
    Crushaw was almost ready to ride ahead of the army to scout for his ideal terrain, but he had called Molgheon and Leinjar to him to give them last minute instructions. Once he found the place, the army would have to march steadily, without much rest, if they had any hope of getting prepared. His two captains would have to keep the mass organized, and forcing them to march through one and possibly two nights would not be easy. Molgheon had almost as much battlefield experience as he did, but most of it was as a member of an elite squad of archers that would strike a target and then disappear into the wilderness. She had not led many troops before. Leinjar had led scores of Tredjards into battle, but his years of isolation in the leisure slave cage had eroded those skills. Crushaw’s biggest fear was that, without him there to guide it, the army would fall into chaos. 
 
    “We are held by a thin bond,” he said, staring at them with an intensity that made each uncomfortable. “Take the gold we’ve captured and pay them equal amounts. That should keep them loyal until the battle.” 
 
    “Loyalty isn’t an issue,” Leinjar said, scratching his thick beard. 
 
    “I’ve led many battles, and a little gold in a soldier’s pocket goes a long way.” 
 
    “I agree,” Molgheon said. “We’ll start during supper.” 
 
    “When you give them orders, be respectful but firm. If any get lazy, remind them of the orc’s lash. That’s why we really march.” 
 
    “That should do it,” Leinjar agreed, his eyes glossing deep in memory. 
 
    “The oaths they swore are feeble, at best.” 
 
    “Red,” Molgheon said, pointing her thumb in the direction of the camp. “They’ll follow us because we follow you. Stop worrying. It ain’t you.” 
 
    “There’s a lot that has to go right for us to survive this fight. I’ll stop worrying when we cross the Pass of Hard Hope.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Suvene scanned the guards and saw that all of them were enthralled by the drills. The runaway and the ogre were each putting on quite a show, and if he had not been so intent on escaping, he too might have watched them. A dozen slaves encircled the runaway, and at random two at a time would charge him from different directions, a game that reminded Suvene of one he had played as a boy. Without any wasted effort, the runaway would parry their blows and disarm them, which by the apparent rules of the game sent them back to the ring. The little bit that Suvene did watch impressed him. For a rock-brain, the runaway was skilled with a sword, and Suvene wished for an opportunity to draw blades against it. 
 
    The ogre, meanwhile, had another group trying to get her off her feet. She was obviously trying to teach them about leverage, and in her drill the entire dozen would charge her at once. As they would pry at her legs and arms to pull her down, she would squat lower and lower to show them how a solid center of gravity could overcome their force. Suvene was more than a little scared of the ogre and her immense size and strength. As much as he wanted to strike down the phantom, he wanted to avoid her at least that much and probably more. 
 
    But he was not concerned with watching those two dazzle the dim-witted slaves. His only care was reaching the army before the fugitives could slip by the Pass of Hard Hope, so as the drills kept the attention away from the slaves, he began loosening himself from the leather strap. As he had practiced so many times over the last few days, he shed the binding in less than thirty heartbeats and then, without anyone noticing, stepped from the wagon into a thick grove of scrub pines. 
 
    The needles scratched and tore at his skin as he moved through the brush, but he was so focused on putting distance between himself and the camp that he barely noticed. Within a couple hundred yards the grove ended and open, rolling grassland opened before him. He would be completely uncovered for nearly two miles, and if his luck didn’t hold, even a mediocre archer would be able to hit him. Still, he had no other choice. This was his best and last opportunity to warn them. Taking a deep breath, he broke into a full run across the field. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Molgheon saw movement behind Crushaw and lost his words as she focused on what she saw. One of the prisoners had gotten away from the camp and was running for the east. Calmly, she took her bow from her shoulder and notched an arrow. Then, aiming to account for its speed and the wind, she prepared to kill it, but just before she released the string, Crushaw grabbed and held her fast. 
 
    “Get off,” she grunted, trying to shake him. 
 
    “Let it go,” he returned, keeping a firm hold. 
 
    “Are you nuts?” Leinjar asked, grabbing at Crushaw’s arms. “It’ll warn others. They’ll know our path.” 
 
    “I’m counting on that,” Crushaw said. “That’s our best chance.” 
 
    “Let go,” Molgheon said, her voice filling with rage. “Let me go, now.” 
 
    “Trust me,” Crushaw said. “I’ve thought this through.” 
 
    Leinjar let go of Crushaw’s arms and backed away, a look of disgust and bemusement on his haggard face. As the orc got out of range, Crushaw released his grasp on Molgheon. She raised her bow as if to fire but, seeing that all hope of hitting the prisoner was gone, lowered it and returned the arrow to her quiver. Then, she turned away from the other two and walked a short distance away, obviously shaking. 
 
    “If that orc doesn’t warn the army and lead it in this direction,” Crushaw said. “We’ll have to face them on their terms. This way, we control when and where, as long as we get to a spot first.” 
 
    “You’re cunning, my lord,” Leinjar said, a smile erasing all the disgust from his expression. “I just hope this works.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Crushaw replied. “Don’t let anyone know. When you get back to camp, get rid of the strap that held it to the wagon. We don’t need a panic.” 
 
    Molgheon still stood away from them, so he moved behind her and placed a hand on her shoulder as if to comfort. He half expected a punch in the jaw if not a knife in the ribs, for in all the years he had known her, he had not once seen her allow anyone to touch her for more than a handshake. Many a drunken Ghaldeon had been beaten bloody in her tavern for making unwanted advances, and now in a short span, he had grabbed her in a bear-hug and touched her tenderly. Instead of attacking, however, she shivered, jumped away, and then turned to face him. 
 
    “If you ever touch me again,” she said, her face a stone mask. “It’ll cost your life.” 
 
    “She acts mean,” Crushaw said to Leinjar, trying to laugh off the threat. “But she’s not so bad.” 
 
    “Try me,” she said, not blinking. 
 
    “We don’t have time for this,” Leinjar barked. “You have to get moving, and we need to get back to the drills.” 
 
    Crushaw wasn’t conditioned to ignore a threat, and had it come from nearly anyone else, he probably would have struck them down. He would forgive Molgheon, however, because she had been through so much at the hands of the humans after the Resistance had been broken. He shouldn’t have touched her either time, and he knew it. 
 
    “Leinjar’s right. I’ve gotta get going,” he said to her. “Forgive me. I wasn’t thinking right.” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” she said, still not blinking. “Forget it.” 
 
    With that, she turned and marched swiftly back towards camp. Leinjar lingered for a moment and muttered something to him about smoothing things over while the general was gone. Crushaw nodded his thanks and then also turned away to find his horse and the two elves who would accompany him. When he reached the horse, he gritted his teeth and, using mostly his arms for support, hoisted himself into the saddle. As his injured ankle slipped into the stirrup, he groaned audibly from the pain. The elves, who would follow on foot, rushed to assist, but he stopped them cold with a glare that only a soldier who has endured unspeakable hardships can give. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Suvene ran across the open lands for as long as he could. His body was weak from the meager amounts of food he had been given since the uprising, and because he was well beyond even the most skilled archer’s range, he slowed to a brisk walk to conserve energy. Darkness was a couple of hours away, and he wanted to walk until midnight to get plenty of distance between himself and the hunting party that would probably be sent for him at dawn, if not sooner. 
 
    He came to a swiftly moving stream and stopped for a few minutes to get a drink and search for supper. Along the far bank, a formation of worn, mossy rocks created a shallow pool. In the evening light, it rippled and churned as fish fed on surface insects, and he crossed the stream and climbed the rocks to look down on the scene. Dozens of fish of all sizes darted and glided through the clear water, and even in his weakened state and without a net, he had little trouble snatching one from the pool. 
 
    He didn’t dare light a fire and had no tools of any kind, so the meal was disgusting, even to a common soldier such as him. As part of their survival training, from time to time the regular infantry would be taken into the wilderness and left to fend for themselves, but in those situations he had always had at least a knife and a tinderbox. Eating a raw fish with scales and bones was a new experience. Still, it was better than hunger, and after a few minutes, he was ready to continue. 
 
    Darkness came upon him quickly and with it came a feeling of aloneness. He had only a vague notion of where he was, and other than a handful of plantations, the nearest civilized settlement was the fortress, which was at least four more days away. Between him and it were wilderness and untold dangers. Behind him was an army of slaves that would assuredly end his life if he were caught. The isolation enveloped him like a sudden fog, almost overwhelming him, but he walked on through the emotions, trying not to let the fear stop his feet from plodding one step after the other. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roskin sat in the dark away from the camp. His fear no longer lingered on the edge of his mind; it had become a real and nearly constant vision of peril descending on his father. It also saturated his dreams, keeping him from more than a couple hours of sleep a night. As a result, he had taken to standing sentry and allowing the guards who had been assigned the task to get extra rest. 
 
    He wanted more than anything to be home, beside his father to quell whatever danger had befallen the kingdom. Being two nations away, having terrible visions, and sitting alone through the night were torturous, and he had written several poems as a catharsis. He hadn’t written anything since leaving Dorkhun and had lost his leather-bound journal when captured at Black Rock, so he had to write with an ornate instrument on loose scraps of fabric and parchment that he had taken from the plantations. At first, the words dribbled onto the page with uncertainty, but after completing a couple of mediocre villanelles, he rediscovered his voice and composed one that was good enough to be presented at the spring planting festival, which would occur in just a month or so. 
 
    As he wrote, he thought about the freed slaves. Crushaw had been gone for two days, and an anxious anticipation had overcome most of the army. Everyone obeyed without hesitation the orders Leinjar and Molgheon issued, but the anxiety was palpable. Roskin knew they had at best three more days of unquestioned obedience without Crushaw, and sitting there alone in the early morning dark with his newest poem in hand, even he wondered what chance they really had to escape this land. 
 
    Those thoughts were futile and distracting, so he put away his writing instrument and the poem and pulled out his sword and whetstone. He dragged the stone along the blade, faint sparks jumping out in the dark, and turned his mind to the coming battle. Crushaw had told him that he would be in the second regiment that would attack from the rear, so he understood his rudimentary role. He imagined the situation as Crushaw had described it and envisioned the coming battle to prepare himself. It was a technique he had learned in goshkenh ball, and on more than one occasion he had helped win a game because he had imagined making a certain play before the match. Now, he hoped the technique would work as well under these circumstances. 
 
    As he sharpened the blade, he remembered Grussard, the dwarf who had fashioned it. He had barely known the blacksmith, but this sword had become such a part of Roskin’s life that he felt as if Grussard had been a dear friend from childhood. He knew that was an absurd feeling, but as his father often said, a person can’t be judged by their feelings. Actions are what determine character, and Roskin’s had cost the smith his life, so he was bound to the sword by a blend of guilt and admiration. 
 
    From Grussard, his thoughts drifted to Bordorn, who was a friend from childhood and who had been abandoned in a logging camp in the land of Kiredurk outcasts. Before Roskin could go home, he had to find Bordorn and get him away from that hovel. While the elfish intuition warned him of his father’s danger, a different feeling whispered that Bordorn was not safe among those dwarves. 
 
    The eastern horizon showed the faintest signs of dawn, and Roskin put away his sword and went to where Leinjar and Molgheon slept to wake them. Knowing better than to rouse either one by touch, he stood a few feet away and spoke their names aloud. At his voice, each bolted upright – dagger drawn – and searched for the enemy at hand. Having grown up in the most peaceful kingdom in the known world, Roskin wondered at the experiences that had forged such reflexes, and he hoped never to know them firsthand. 
 
    The captains grumbled and stretched against their stiff joints until each was awake enough to rise and begin waking the camp. The terrain had become much more hilly and broken as they neared the eastern mountains, and that day’s marched threatened to be the most difficult so far. Within half an hour, the cooks prepared and distributed the breakfast of pecans, dried venison, and cheese, and within another half hour, the army was on the move. 
 
    They marched nonstop until noon, and as expected throughout the morning, the inclines turned more and more severe as the rolling grassland became the foothills. During lunch, Roskin joined Molgheon and Leinjar, who marched at the point. Vishghu and the other leisure slaves marched at the rear to watch for deserters or possible escapees, and on most days Roskin ate with them because he felt a bond with those dwarves from their shared experiences in the cage. Today, he wanted to determine the captains’ moods as the battle neared, for while Crushaw had given him a vague notion of the strategy, the captains probably knew more. With his intuition overwhelmed by the images of home, he couldn’t focus on a feeling of this one. He needed to know if they believed there was a good chance to cross the pass. 
 
    “Have a seat, tall one,” Leinjar said, motioning to the ground beside him. 
 
    “Thanks,” Roskin said, sitting. 
 
    “Care for some pecans? They’re left from breakfast. Don’t care much for them myself.” 
 
    “Sure,” Roskin said, holding out his hand. From the excessive hunger as a slave, he couldn’t pass up food when it was offered. “How are you, Molgheon?” 
 
    “Fine,” she mumbled, not looking up from her meal. 
 
    “She’s a little tired today from making arrows all night,” Leinjar said after several seconds of awkward silence. 
 
    “Can I help with those?” Roskin offered, wanting to be helpful. Of all the dwarves he had known, he respected her as well as any. 
 
    She shrugged, stood up, and then without speaking walked away. Roskin watched as she disappeared over a rise. 
 
    “What did I do?” he asked. 
 
    “Forget it, tall one. She’s got a lot on her mind. It wasn’t meant at you.” 
 
    Roskin lingered for a few more minutes with Leinjar, asking mundane questions about what tasks needed done. Molgheon had dimmed his hope, and he stayed with the other captain just long enough not to be rude but then returned to the rear. He had gone to the others to find comfort but went back more distressed than before. Molgheon had fought against the Great Empire in the bleakest days of the Ghaldeon Resistance. It took more than a trifle to shake her, but something had gotten under her skin. He could only suspect that it concerned the battle, and that was anything but comforting. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Five days after escaping, Suvene reached the fortress at twilight. He was hungrier than he had ever been, for since catching the one fish, he had barely been able to scrounge more than a handle of berries. His face was gaunt, his clothes tattered rags, and his exposed flesh scratched and scraped from branches and briars as he fumbled through the wilderness. When the watch saw him approaching the iron gate, they sounded the alarm, and a platoon of heavily armored and well-armed soldiers surrounded him. He blurted out his warning to the sergeant and then collapsed on the dirt. 
 
    “Must be some lunatic,” one orc said to the sergeant, poking at Suvene with a halberd. “Should we dispose of him?” 
 
    “Not yet,” the sergeant said, motioning to halt the prodding. “He looks familiar. Take him to the barracks and get him food and water. If he is a lunatic, we can be rid of him later.” 
 
    The orcs lifted him from the red clay packed hard from centuries of marching and mostly dragged him to their barracks. Once inside, they held open his mouth and poured in cold water, and Suvene coughed and spat as too much went down at once. He was given a piece of meat leftover from supper, and even in his delirious state, he tore into the chicken leg and devoured it. After a few minutes, he felt a little better, and the sergeant asked him to repeat what he had uttered. 
 
    “The slaves have revolted. They’re marching this way.” 
 
    “Nonsense!” a soldier cried from behind the sergeant. “He’s insane.” 
 
    “Where are you from?” the sergeant asked. 
 
    “I am stationed at the Slithsythe Plantation.” 
 
    “No, I mean where did you grow up?” 
 
    Suvene cocked his head and looked at the sergeant with a puzzled expression. 
 
    “You’d better answer,” the sergeant said, his right hand resting on his dagger’s hilt. “I’m not in the mood for this.” 
 
    “The Sorthosan Province, south of the capital.” 
 
    “You fought in tournaments, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Swords mostly,” Suvene responded. 
 
    “That’s how I know you. I’m from the capital. We fought in many matches, Suvene.” 
 
    “Toulesche?” 
 
    “Yes,” the sergeant answered. Then, he ordered two soldiers to fetch better food and more water. 
 
    Suvene was shocked and figured himself just delirious from hunger and fatigue. Like him, Toulesche came from common birth, and because neither had been allowed to fight in the closing rounds of tournaments, they had spent many hours of their childhoods sparring in practice yards away from center ring. Toulesche had been much better at grappling and boxing, but Suvene always beat him with swords. When they grew up and joined the military, each had been sent to different plantations for service. Suvene hadn’t seen his friend in at least eight years and barely recognized him. 
 
    “How did this happen?” Toulesche asked. 
 
    “It started on the Slithsythe. There was some kind of phantom...” 
 
    “Phantom?” a soldier interrupted. 
 
    Toulesche turned to his platoon and warned them that another interruption would be dealt with harshly. 
 
    “It was some kind of phantom. It looked a little like a human, but no man could fight like this. Alone, it charged in and butchered most of the force. It bested me and many others hand to hand.” 
 
    “It beat you with a sword?” the Toulesche asked, his interest piqued. “Go on.” 
 
    “It organized the slaves and marched them east, taking down more plantations as it went. There are at least a couple thousand now, armed and marching this way. I think they’re heading for the Pass of Hard Hope.” 
 
    “How did you escape?” 
 
    Suvene told the story in as much detail as he could remember. Toulesche listened intently, shushing the soldiers whenever they grew restless. When Suvene finished the tale, Toulesche stood and called for someone to bring a fresh uniform. 
 
    “We have to get you cleaned up and take you before the masters. You have to be presentable for them.” 
 
    Outside the barracks at a water trough, Suvene washed away the month’s grime, noticing how lean his arms and legs looked from the meager meals the slaves had fed them. Back inside, he dressed in the fresh uniform and then ate the meal that had been brought from the leftovers. Despite still being exhausted, he felt much better and was ready to tell his tale to the masters. 
 
    Toulesche led him through the fortress’s maze of stone walls, beyond many wooden doors that led to foreboding chambers, and into the main hall. There, seated around a massive, oak table polished to a high gloss, were the secondary masters who had reassembled for a special session at the behest of Toulesche. None looked pleased to have been called to a meeting so late in the night. Toulesche guided Suvene to where they should stand at the far end of the table so that all could face them. 
 
    “What is this about, sergeant?” the highest ranking master asked. He was an older orc, at least seventy, and his face was pinched and sinister. 
 
    “There is an army of escaped slaves marching in this direction. My friend, Suvene, risked his life to escape their clutches and warn us of their treachery.” 
 
    “An army of slaves? How could that be?” the elder asked. 
 
    “They are led by a creature not of this world.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “There has been great evil unleashed on our lands,” Suvene interrupted. “We must send out as many troops as possible to stop it.” 
 
    “You were their prisoner?” 
 
    Suvene told the entire story to the secondary masters, who gasped at the details. He told them of the carnage around the big house, of the ransacking of the entire plantation, of the weeks of marching and capturing more plantations. When he finished his story, the eldest master rang for his page and ordered the young orc to call forth the primary masters at once. Only they could send out the troops, and time was of the utmost importance if they had any hope of intercepting this army of evil. 
 
    Suvene was thanked for his service and dismissed from the meeting. Toulesche led him from the chamber and back to the barracks, where a bed had been readied for him. He argued with his friend at first, not wanting to miss the battle, but Toulesche ultimately convinced him otherwise. He was in no shape even for the march, never mind the fight, and the army would have to move swiftly. None would be able to help him if he got too tired. The best place for him was in the fortress, where he could rest and regain his strength. 
 
    “You’ve already done your duty for this one,” Toulesche said. “Leave a little glory for the rest of us.” 
 
    Suvene managed a smile. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” the sergeant continued. “I’ll bring you this phantom’s head.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Suvene returned, wagging his index finger at his friend. “Great evil surrounds it. It won’t die easily.” 
 
    “Like I said, don’t worry.” 
 
    With that, Toulesche turned to his troops and barked for them to prepare to march. At first, a couple groaned their displeasure, but the sergeant silenced them quickly with several short bursts of profanity. The soldiers stopped chattering and focused on preparing their weapons and gear for an extended march. Suvene wanted to help them, but the exhaustion was too much. He stretched out on the bed, a rickety cot from a storage closet that at this moment felt like a feather bed from the big house, and was asleep in seconds. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    The Battle for Hard Hope 
 
      
 
    Crushaw had been gone for five days, and the restlessness of the army was evident as meals took longer and each march covered less ground before the freed slaves demanded a break. Leinjar and Molgheon preserved fragile leadership, and Roskin and Vishghu had grown more and more vocal as they helped maintain order and discipline. In short, the army was near its breaking point when, as they prepared for that night’s camp, one of the elves who had accompanied the general appeared at the crest of the next hill and approached at a steady run. The news of his arrival spread from the front to the rear quickly, and as soon as Roskin heard it, he rushed through the mass to reach the two captains. 
 
    When he got there, Molgheon was already barking orders at her sergeants to send word that everyone needed to pack and prepare to march through the night. The group groaned their complaints, but she silenced them with a stare that none dared argue against. Then, they dispersed into the army to convey the orders. Once they were on their way, Molgheon turned to Roskin and said: 
 
    “Red has found his spot. It’s three days away, but we have to reach it in two. Get back to the rear and keep the stragglers in line.” 
 
    “Anything else?” Roskin asked sharply. From his upbringing, he didn’t like direct orders. 
 
    “That’s all I know,” Molgheon returned even more sharply. “Red needs us there in two days, so we’ll get there in two days. That okay with you, Roskin?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean any disrespect,” he said, trying to control his temper and soothe hers at the same time. “I was just hoping for more information.” 
 
    “Me too, but that’s what we got. Now, please get back there and keep order.” 
 
    After nodding his understanding, he moved back through the ranks, growling at groups of five and six to get ready to march. Nearly all of the freed slaves had seen him fight either in the leisure slave cage or at the recently liberated plantations, so his words stirred them to motion. By the time he reached the rear, the advance had already begun, so he gathered his few belongings and stuffed them into his pack. Then, he summoned Vishghu and the other leisure slaves to him. 
 
    “Spread out and keep everyone moving through the night. It’s going to be a long walk.” 
 
    They nodded and murmured their acceptance of the charge. Then, they fanned out across the width of the formation while Roskin remained in the middle. Darkness came to the foothills early that time of the year, and as twilight turned to night, many of the freed slaves voiced their displeasure at still walking. Instead of barking at them this time, however, Roskin began to sing a slave song he had picked up during his bondage. While unable to overcome the thumps, clomps, and rattles of so many marching, his smooth baritone reached those closest to him. 
 
    The song was an elfish ballad, and even though he didn’t know what it actually meant, he did know that it captured the sadness of bondage as well as any song he’d heard. Except for Molgheon and Vishghu, all of them shared that emotion, and as he sang, Roskin tried to make those near him feel it. They marched through the dark, climbing hills and descending into dales, and all the while, Roskin sang, sometimes that one, sometimes a different song. At first, the dwarves closest to him ignored the singing, but as he started into the elfish ballad for the fifth time, one of them joined him. 
 
    Very soon, a few more joined in, and as the number of singers swelled, the song transformed from a doleful lament of slavery into a celebration of freedom. In short order, most of the regiment gave up complaining and took up the melody. In the darkness of the foothills of the eastern mountains, the army marched away from the plantations but towards an uncertain battle, yet any who might have heard the sound in the distance would have believed they had already won. That night passed without incident. 
 
    At dawn, they stopped for a short breakfast and then resumed the march within half an hour. The morning was clear and pleasant, with a breeze to keep them cool, but after lunch, the day turned warm. Roskin’s tunic soaked with sweat as they plodded up and down the rolling inclines. Throughout the day, more and more of the oldest and unhealthiest struggled to keep pace, and by the time they stopped for supper, several dozen were being carried. 
 
    They rested for an hour, and Roskin moved along the rear, assessing the situation. He was exhausted himself and knew that even the healthiest would crack if they had to carry someone through the second night. Soon the mass would refuse to go farther, so he called Molgheon to the rear. Within a couple of minutes, she appeared, her face drained and pale. 
 
    “This won’t work,” he said, pointing to the elderly who lay on the ground, some already asleep. “We should continue forward just with those of us who are healthier.” 
 
    “Who’ll protect them?” Molgheon asked, scanning the crowd. 
 
    “We can leave a couple of platoons with them.” 
 
    “I don’t like that. We’re already outnumbered.” 
 
    “How many of them do you think can fight, anyway?” he asked. “The ones who can will catch up before the battle begins.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” she responded. “Make it happen.” 
 
    With that she returned to the front, and Roskin quickly moved from platoon to platoon, spreading word for the old and feeble to stay there and telling the healthy to get moving. For several minutes, the camp seemed lost in chaos, but as the strong marched away from the resting point and regained formation, the disarray subsided. Before they had gone too far, Roskin halted two dozen elves and told them to lead the weak at a pace they could manage for as long as possible. Then, they would have to make double-time to reach the battlefield. The elves obeyed without question, returning to the more than four hundred elderly and weak at a steady run. His intuition offered no feeling, good or ill, so Roskin watched the elves run and hoped that he had made the right decision. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Crushaw sat in the late afternoon light and surveyed the terrain of his battlefield for the hundredth time. To his left, which was north, a narrow but swift river rushed by the open field. To the south, a bluff that had been carved by a glacier thousands of years before rose twenty feet above an open field. The lowland was itself a slight incline that crested even with the bluff. It was nearly three hundred yards long but scarcely more than fifty wide. With the river to the north and the bluff to the south, the field would offer both of his flanks protection, and the orcs would have to narrow their formation to meet his. The landscape was better than he had hoped for. 
 
    In the distance two days walk away, the Pass of Hard Hope was visible between the two ridges that dipped towards each other to form it. In the summer, the weather through the pass was calm and predictable, but in the other seasons, the shapes of the ridges and the natural air currents worked against each other to produce dramatic ranges of weather. In a matter of hours, conditions in the pass could go from somewhat warm and dry to frigid and icy. Many travelers, even veterans of those mountains, had lost their lives because of an unfortunate shift in conditions. As such, it made a formidable natural boundary between the orcs and the Marshwoggs. 
 
    From his vantage point, Crushaw barely noticed the beauty of the pass and the mountains. His mind was focused on where he would place the different elements of his force. In order to draw the orcs to this spot, he needed them to think their size would be enough to overwhelm the freed slaves, so he would hide many of his soldiers. From what Molgheon had told him, they had about a hundred skilled archers and had managed to fashion crude bows for all of them. They wouldn’t have many arrows each, but if they were hidden on the bluff and not discovered too early, they would have enough to weaken and demoralize the orcs. 
 
    Then, he wanted to hide another 250 or so troops along the river’s southern bank. The slope was sufficient that dwarves could lay against the mud with their legs in the river and not be easily noticed. The biggest problem would be that they might have to remain there from before dawn until late afternoon. If the day were particularly cold, they might not be able to endure it. However, if they could maintain the subterfuge, they could emerge behind the orcs and cut off any retreat. 
 
    Finally, he wanted to dig shallow pits and trenches in the middle of the field and fill them with sharp stakes and water. The orcs could easily avoid them on the initial charge up the incline, but when they turned to retreat, not only would they find the second line behind them, but the traps would claim many panicked orcs during the chaos of battle. As long as the dwarves didn’t push too far up the field and tumble in themselves, the traps might prove as valuable as the archers. 
 
    From his experience, Crushaw knew that the plan could implode with even the slightest unexpected turn, but he believed it gave them the best chance to defeat the much larger force. As long as the orcs approached from the east and drove straight for them, it could work. His biggest concern was that the Tredjards who had consulted with him on orcish warfare had given him bad information. Obviously, they wouldn’t do so on purpose, but they fought with orcs from the west, and these were from the east. Geography and necessity can alter cultures tremendously. His entire plan hinged on the assumption that orcs loathed archery in pitched battle and, therefore, would not be able to thin out his ranks from a distance. Even if they just brought a couple dozen archers, the plan would fail. Given that he hadn’t seen the first bow or arrow at any of the plantations they had liberated, he was fairly certain the dwarves were right, but he still worried about it. 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted when the second elf returned from scouting for an overlook to serve as a watchtower. He explained that he had found a steep hill to the northeast about a mile away and across the river that provided a panoramic view for many miles. He would return to it when the others arrived and wait until he spotted the orcs. Then, he would signal the army with a small mirror he had taken from a plantation. He and Crushaw worked out a crude system of flashes that would allow them to communicate across the distance. First, he would flash four times rapidly when the orcs were spotted. Crushaw would respond with one short flash from his own mirror. Then, the elf would use a certain number of flashes to indicate which direction the orcs were coming from, and again Crushaw would respond with a single flash. Finally, the elf would flash once for each approximate mile the enemy was away from the main camp. That would give Crushaw plenty of time to get everyone organized and positioned and then ride out to meet with the orc generals. 
 
    Soon after the system was worked out, the elf heard noises from the west and rushed to the crest of the field to scan the horizon for motion. As soon as he saw the first of the freed slaves come over the next rise, he called to Crushaw that they had made it, and the general rose from his resting place to greet them. His ankle was mostly healed, but it was still sore and weak, so he moved gingerly to where the elf stood. When he saw how many were missing, his heart skipped a couple of beats, and he thought that they must’ve been attacked. Then, however, he realized that none were freshly wounded. 
 
    The army crossed the last hill to reach him, and as they moved within range he called out an enthusiastic welcome. When the front rows heard him, they responded with a loud cheer that the long walk was finally over. Crushaw ordered the blacksmiths to set up their forges and the cooks to prepare the kitchen in a clearing that would hopefully be away from the battlefield. Then, he told the rest to assemble in front of him. 
 
    The ones that formed ranks numbered less than a thousand, and they looked more like refugees than soldiers, as they were filthy and exhausted. Still, Crushaw was proud of them for making that march in two full days. Having done it would allow them to prepare their fortifications and still get to rest for two full nights and most of another day. The respite would improve their organization and get their legs back under them. He had won many battles because his soldiers had gotten to rest well just before the battle and had more energy than the enemy. While the march had been difficult, he was certain that the long-term benefits would outweigh the short-term negatives. 
 
    Still, he was curious about the ones missing, so before he addressed the entire army, he called Leinjar and Molgheon to speak in private. The two captains came forward, their eyes puffy and bloodshot, and stood before the general. He thanked each of them for their efforts and then asked about the missing people. Molgheon explained what had happened, describing how Roskin had seen so many being carried and how they had agreed that their only hope to reach Crushaw in time was to let the ones who couldn’t continue rest and move at their own pace. 
 
    “Roskin made that decision?” Crushaw asked. 
 
    “No,” Molgheon returned. He could see in her eyes that she hadn’t yet forgiven him for the other day. “He only suggested it. I take responsibility for the decision.” 
 
    “And you left two dozen elves to protect them?” 
 
    “I thought that was all we could spare.” 
 
    Crushaw looked over the two dwarves’ heads, scanning the faces of the soldiers in his new army. He knew that Roskin and Molgheon had made the right decision, and he was glad that they had overcome his mistake at not anticipating that problem. He should have thought of it himself, but he was glad that they had acted of their own accord instead of blindly following a flawed order. 
 
    “You did well,” he said. “Move back into formation and let me speak to everyone.” 
 
    They stepped back to the line, and as they did, Crushaw stood more erect to address his troops. What he had to say would not be popular but it had to be done, so he needed to project as much authority as he could muster. He cleared his throat and spoke, his voice booming over the crowd: 
 
    “Army of the Free Peoples, you have made me proud. Lesser soldiers wouldn’t have made it here that quickly.” A weak cheer went through the crowd. “But your day’s work is not complete.” The cheer quickly changed to soft boos. “We must begin digging pits and trenches on this field behind me if we are to have them ready for the battle. We also need to carve sharp stakes. We can use the prisoners for some of the labor, but you’ll each have to do a part before you can rest tonight.” 
 
    “We’re tired,” a voice called out from the middle of the crowd. “Why can’t we do this tomorrow?” 
 
    “Because tomorrow you may be dead on an orc’s pike. You can rest all you want then. Now, move to the bottom of this field and wait for me.” 
 
    At that, he strode towards the blacksmiths and cooks, not showing the pain that shot through his left ankle with each step. None could see that he still hurt, for that would create doubt where he needed absolute trust, so he recalled the smell of the food trough, which always reminded him that however unpleasant his current task might be, it could be worse. As he moved to the level clearing, Molgheon and Leinjar marched the army to the bottom of the field to await his next orders. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roskin sat with Crushaw and Leinjar on the bank of the river, discussing details of the strategy. The army had finished digging pits and making stakes the previous night and had then gotten a good night’s sleep. Today, they had been left to themselves for the most part, only being asked to sharpen their weapons. Molgheon had already hidden the archers on the bluff, and from where he sat, Roskin couldn’t see them, even knowing where to look. As he listened to Crushaw explain the second line’s objective, he dragged the whetstone down his blade. 
 
    He and many other dwarves would have to sleep near the river and be ready to coat themselves in mud early the next morning. Then, they would have to hide along the bank for longer than he had ever held still in his life. He liked the plan but was unsure if he could execute it as well as was necessary. He had never been trained for this sort of task. 
 
    In the distance, a light flashed four times from a hilltop, and still seated, Crushaw drew his dagger and glinted sunlight off the blade. Then, the light flashed twice more, and again Crushaw responded with one flicker. Finally, the light gleamed nine times. To this, Crushaw responded with two flashes and sheathed his dagger. 
 
    “They’re nine miles due east,” the general said. “Tomorrow we fight, so get your dwarves ready.” 
 
    When he finished talking, he rose to his full height and stretched. With the sun in Roskin’s eyes, all he could see was shadow, and much like that morning outside of Molgheon’s tavern, Crushaw’s silhouette was imposing. For a moment, Roskin imagined the general as a young soldier, and the Kiredurk was glad that Crushaw was on his side. Even though he was now older and less powerful, Evil Blade was not someone to fight against, and that thought gave the dwarf courage. 
 
    “Gather everyone together,” Leinjar said to Roskin, his voice distant. 
 
    Keeping his temper in check, Roskin hopped to his feet and scurried from platoon to platoon, telling each sergeant to get moving. Once the dwarves were assembled, he took his place beside Leinjar and waited for him to speak. For several heartbeats, the captain stared at them, his crazy eyes wild with bloodlust. Then, his voice uncurled in a primitive snarl. 
 
    “I’m not much on speeches. Tomorrow, we kill orcs. Be ready.” 
 
    The dwarves cheered loudly, waving their axes and pikes above their heads. Roskin drew his blade and joined them, letting a guttural scream explode from deep within. He had missed the fight on the Slithsythe, and even though he had helped liberate several plantations since then, this battle was his chance to earn his freedom from the orcs and secure a safer route home to his father and his kingdom. Much as the need for the Brotherhood of Dwarves had burned inside, the desire to protect his family and his people consumed him. That moment was the first time he had thought of them as his people. He screamed again, and a rush of adrenaline washed through him. The orcs would regret having taken him as a slave. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The orc general sat on his pure-blood stallion and watched an old man ride a draft horse towards him. Behind the human, less than 600 slaves formed a thin line at the crest of a slight incline. The orc was disgusted by the sight, for he had been expecting 2,000 well-armed troops led by something immortal. As an ambitious leader, he had been hoping for a glorious battle that would make him famous as the one who quashed the great slave uprising. Instead, he would get to slaughter a handful of rabble, and this battle would scarcely be remembered even by those who fought in it. 
 
    “My lord,” his aide-de-camp said aloud since the old man was still beyond earshot. “Should we send troops around the bluff to cut-off their retreat?” 
 
    “That would cost us an extra day,” the general responded. “I’ve no interest in dragging this out longer than necessary, so let’s simply overrun their position and go home.” 
 
    “You’re right, my lord. I give them too much credit.” 
 
    “Against a formidable opponent, I would agree with your strategy, but here, it doesn’t seem warranted. Quiet, now. He’s almost to us.” 
 
    The old man was alone — as the slaves were so uncouth they couldn’t supply an assistant to escort their leader – and stopped his horse several feet away from them. The orc general walked his horse a couple of steps closer to the man, keeping both hands on his reigns as a show of trust. At least the human knew enough protocol to do likewise, the orc thought. He made eye contact with his foe, and for just a moment, terror seized him, for he saw a coldness in the other’s eyes that warned of evil. He squelched the fear and cleared his throat. However terrible this one might be, he only had a few hundred slaves to protect him from 5,000 of the most well-trained warriors the land had ever known. No single person could overcome those odds. 
 
    “Surrender your weapons,” the orc general said, not expecting the old man to understand a civilized tongue. “And we will make your death quick.” 
 
    “I’ve no need to surrender,” the man returned in orcish. “We’ll leave these lands free people.” 
 
    “You stand no chance against my army,” the general said, more than a little surprised. “If you make me take you by force, your death will not be gentle.” 
 
    “Move your soldiers a safe distance away to let us pass, and I will free the prisoners I hold unharmed.” 
 
    “Your arrogance is amusing. You are in no position to offer conditions to me. This is your last opportunity to surrender.” 
 
    “Then, come and take me,” the human said, wheeling back towards the slaves and kicking his draft horse into a run. 
 
    The orc general watched the old man ride for a few moments, pondering the stupidity of someone who would choose a slow, tortured death over a quick, easy one. He motioned for his aide-de-camp to move beside him. 
 
    “Yes, my lord?” 
 
    “Ready the troops to charge. We will have their position by sundown.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vishghu stood where the field blended into the bluff and watched Crushaw ride back to their lines. He had told her many times that she had to hold that spot at all costs. If she failed, the orcs would overrun their flank and envelope them. Since she was the largest and strongest of any in this battle, she would have to bear its most difficult point, for the orcs would drive at that spot with their best platoons. She would get little if any quarter the entire battle. 
 
    On one hand, she was proud that he thought enough of her skills to trust her with such a task, but on the other, she was terrified of letting down the army. What if she tired? What if she suffered a serious wound? She didn’t want to cost them the battle, and truth be known, she wanted even less to disappoint Crushaw. They had grown to like and respect each other, and almost as much as she wanted to stay alive, she wanted to prove to him that his trust was well-placed. 
 
    He rode to where she stood and looked at her, then the elves behind her, and finally the ones to her left. Then, he walked the horse along the line, not speaking to anyone, just making eye contact with most of the soldiers. When he reached the river-flank, he returned to the middle and stopped the horse. Suddenly, his voice boomed over them: 
 
    “Army of the Free Peoples, I’ll not lie to you. Many of us will die here today. We face a larger, better-trained, and better-armed force. We might lose this battle.” 
 
    A rustle of discomfort went through the lines, and several voices murmured dissent. 
 
    “I’ve led many battles, and in every one, I was certain of victory, until today. On this day, the odds are against us, but know this: I would rather die by your side here than win any other battle.” 
 
    A cheer rose from the crowd. 
 
    “And know this, too,” he continued when it faded. “While we might lose this battle, I would rather die today than live another second on their plantations.” 
 
    Another cheer, this one even louder, erupted. 
 
    “They might have more soldiers, but we have more courage. They might have better weapons, but we have more rage. Fight them with all you have. Remember every morning horn and every overseer’s lash, and let it fuel you. That is how we will beat them.” 
 
    Another eruption drowned his words, but again he waited for the frenzy to subside. 
 
    “Fight well, Army of the Free Peoples. Fight them as you have dreamed of doing. Many of you have never tasted orc blood, but tonight we’ll drink our fill.” 
 
    Emotions overran her, so Vishghu threw back her head and bellowed. The noise rose like thunder, and those nearest to her joined the roar. Soon, the entire front lines howled like savages, and as they did, Crushaw rode back to the river and dismounted, taking his place to guard that flank. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Molgheon lay on the clay slate of the bluff and watched the orcs advance. From her experiences with the Resistance, she had seen many battalions of the Great Empire approach battlefields, and while those situations had been different, she was still unimpressed with these soldiers. Where the humans had been focused on the coming fight, the orcs seemed more like sightseers on a picnic. When they reached the pits and trenches, she could hear many of them laughing at and mocking the obstacles. Enjoy it while you can, she thought. 
 
    From her hiding spot, she had a good view of both forces, and the difference in sizes was astonishing. The freed slaves looked small and vulnerable compared to the mass of orcs, but Molgheon wasn’t worried. She trusted Red’s plan, and so far, he had anticipated their approach as well as could be imagined. From here on out, the battle would come down to how well they executed the strategy. If she and the archers could use their arrows well and terrorize the middle of the force, the front lines would have no reprieve from fighting and would become almost the same size force as the freed slaves. Then, when the rear lines tried to retreat, if Leinjar and the ambush party could hold the orcs well enough to prevent a major reorganization, the freed slaves could succeed. 
 
    Besides Molgheon, each archer had ten arrows to fire. Most were elves and as accurate a shot as she was. Their goal was to wound at least seven orcs each. When they ran out of arrows they were to move to the front line and supplant any exhausted troops. As for Molgheon, she had nearly a hundred arrows and would focus her fire on the orc leadership. Even if she didn’t kill them all, her hope was to create chaos in the command structure, thus weakening the orc army’s reactions to the battle. 
 
    For several minutes, the orcs marched up the rise, inching closer and closer. Molgheon could not give her position away too soon, for if she did, the orcs would retreat before Leinjar got behind them. She would have to wait until the orcs moved far enough up the field that the ambush party could completely block the lower end. So she and the other archers lay still beneath their brush camouflage and watched the orcs march. 
 
    Early spring in the foothills was usually warm and breezy, but on this day, the air was fairly cool with very little wind. The first leaf buds had appeared on the dogwoods and poplars, and insects buzzed and fluttered from plant to plant, searching for food and spreading pollen as had happened and would continue for countless millennia. As winter gave way, the smell of new life was sweet and thick. Molgheon had always preferred fall and winter, since so much of her life had revolved around war and death, but on this day, she soaked in the seasonal rebirth and relished it. 
 
    The Great Empire had conquered and divided the Ghaldeon kingdom well before she had been born, so as a child, she had always aspired to join the War of Resistance and expel the enemy from her home. For as long as she could remember, she had trained for battle and was an expert with practically every weapon used in warfare. The bow was her favorite, however, because her eyesight was keen and her hands were steady. Even at forty-three, she was as deadly a shot as any, but she knew her skills were slowly eroding. Her joints stayed sore and stiff most of the time, and her hands had lost some of their strength. She didn’t want to grow old and feeble, especially not alone with no real family or friends to care for her, but since she was hardly into middle-age, those worries could wait. 
 
    The orcs reached the front line and stopped about ten yards away from the freed slaves. Soldiers on each side called insults to the others, and some spat at their enemies. Many orcs beat their chest plates with the wooden shafts of their pikes, and the cacophony resounded up to Molgheon with ominous familiarity, as soldiers in the Great Empire did a similar thing with the pommels of their swords. She wanted to unleash a volley on them, but the rear lines were still moving into the kill zone, so she had to wait. 
 
    It wasn’t hard to find the main leadership, for while the common soldiers marched, the officers rode on exquisite horses that were adorned with ornate blankets. Within a couple of minutes, Molgheon roughly mapped their command structure and prepared a firing order for when she did attack. First, she would strike down the dozen that she deduced were the highest ranking because they were closest to the middle and had the most lavish adornments. Then, she would fire on the orcs near Vishghu to help the ogre hold the bluff flank. Finally, with any remaining arrows, she would aim for the river-flank and take down those officers. When she was out, she would join whichever front needed her worse. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Orcs stood mere feet from Vishghu, thumping their chests and chanting at the freed slaves. With her height, the ogre could see over their heads and down the incline at the rows and rows of orcs, and for the first time, she was truly scared. Even when the sand lion had attacked them on the Crimson Road, she hadn’t been deeply afraid. Now, however, seeing the enormity of her foes, she wanted to flee the battle and run for the pass, and the thought crossed her mind that this must’ve been how the orcs trapped inside the barracks had felt before Roskin killed them. Despite the fear, she held her ground and focused on her training. 
 
    Without warning, the orcs lowered their pikes and charged. She set her feet and found her balance. When their pikes were almost to her body, she swung horizontally to block the ones before her, and shattered four poles. A fifth had its weapon knocked from its grasp. She brought the club back with a backhand and caught one squarely on the shoulder. It sprawled backwards, toppling those beside and behind. Vishghu crushed several before they could regain their feet. Seeing the carnage, the second wave hesitated and gave her time to recover. When they finally attacked, the result was much the same. 
 
    Behind her, the freed slaves cheered and shouted, but she had no time to celebrate as the third wave rushed in more courageously than the second. Six orcs climbed over the bodies of the first two waves and drove at her with their pikes. Vishghu drew back and swung a sweeping blow that killed three on contact and scattered the others. They crawled back towards their lines, searching for cover, but she pounced on them and finished them off before they could escape. 
 
    The fourth wave stopped its attack and dragged bodies away from the line. Vishghu took the opportunity to help the elves to her left. Together, they pushed back the orcs and gained several feet down the field. Once the orcs had regrouped, a new cluster rushed forward, this time stopping just short of her reach and stabbing at her legs. With her left hand, she grabbed a pike and snapped off the blade. Then, she hurled it towards the crowd. The ones in the front ducked the spinning blade, but two behind them were not so lucky. The orc that had lost its weapon retreated from the pack, but the others continued thrusting at her legs. She parried their attempts with her club and snapped another pole with her left hand. This time, she kept the blade and rushed the unarmed orc. It squealed in fear, but the noise was cut short as she drove the pike’s blade into its chest. She then backhanded two others with the club. They collapsed against the bluff wall, and the remaining ones backed into their lines. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roskin lay motionless in the mud, waiting for Leinjar’s signal. His legs were in the rushing water up to mid-calf, and occasionally fish would brush against him. Several crawdads had moved across his chest, and one had even burrowed into his beard. To his right and left, the other dwarves lay just as still as Roskin, and the orcs had not noticed them. Each dwarf was caked in sludge from their heads down to their legs, and their weapons were muddied to keep them from glittering. Even someone who knew where to look would have had difficulty seeing them against the bank. 
 
    When the rear lines of the orcs moved beyond the lower base of the bluff, Leinjar signaled for the dwarves to creep from the bank onto the field. Now, the orcs were trapped, and unless they could punch through one of the two lines, their only escape would be the river. Silently, the dwarves crawled behind them and formed a line three deep at a narrow point between the bluff and the river. They remained flat against the ground for several minutes, for they were not to make themselves known until the archers attacked. 
 
    Roskin scanned the bluff for motion, but he could not see a single person. Suddenly, the archers rose from the brush and unleashed a volley on the orcs. With arrows raining down, chaos rippled through the orc lines as they tried to maneuver to escape the archers. The leaders along the rear shouted at the soldiers, and they turned to retreat from the trap, but as they did, Leinjar ordered the dwarves to stand and hold the line. 
 
    Roskin scrambled to his feet and readied his sword in middle guard. The line rushed towards him, and he charged into it with a torrent of slashes. He killed more than he could count in the initial surge, and after a few minutes of furious fighting, each line fell back a few feet to regroup. On either side of him, dwarves were calling out encouragement to each other, for while dozens of orcs had been killed, their lines were barely bloodied mostly because they had caught the enemy without their weapons drawn. 
 
    Instead of waiting passively for the orcs to prepare, Leinjar ordered the dwarves forward, and they rushed the orcs before they were organized. Again, Roskin drove into their line with all his fury, and again orcs fell all around him. This time, however, the other dwarves made little impact on the line. As Roskin hacked his way ahead, he soon found himself cut off from his own group, surrounded with no retreat. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When the archers ambushed them, Toulesche steadied his platoon and maneuvered them into a defensive posture that would minimize their exposed flesh. He knew the best way to counter archers was to charge them and get within pike distance, but with the bluff, that was impossible. Unable to rush straight at them, his platoon hunkered down to withstand the onslaught. Arrows thwucked into soldiers all around them – including two of his platoon – and orcs screamed in agony as they fell to the ground. 
 
    Fear consumed the ranks, breaking down discipline and causing many to flee their positions. In the confusion, scores of orcs stumbled into the crude ditches in the open, and their screams and moans joined the others. Even with the chaos, Toulesche remained calm and kept his platoon together. His training taught him to ignore the upheaval and focus on what he could control, so he ordered his soldiers to move towards the front line. To him, their best hope was to break through the freed slaves and engulf a flank. That would allow enough orcs to charge the bluff and dispose of the archers. 
 
    Since he was already near the river, he led his troops toward that flank, and they weaved through the swarming mass of terrified orcs. As they neared the vanguard, he saw Suvene’s phantom, and the creature was just as his friend had described. It towered above the rock- and wood-brains, and its very essence emanated a gray shroud. Toulesche froze for a moment, terrified of the evil that held the flank, and considered driving for the other side. Realizing that he could never maneuver his platoon through the swarm again, he collected his courage and called for them to charge. 
 
    The words had barely escaped his lips when a blinding pain ripped into his left shoulder. He dropped his weapon and slumped to his knees. His soldiers continued forward, oblivious to his plight, and he was nearly trampled by another platoon from behind. Gritting his teeth, he rose to feet and got his bearings. To his right, the river was mere feet away and offered the safest refuge, so he stepped towards it and slid down the bank. As he tumbled into the rushing current, he saw scores of orc bodies already in the water and realized that he was probably going to die. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Molgheon’s last shot had missed the mounted orc nearest Crushaw and had struck a foot soldier in the shoulder. She didn’t watch the result because commotion to her right caught her attention. At the rear line, a lone soldier had become surrounded by orcs. Despite overwhelming numbers, the dwarf’s sword flashed violently, killing many and keeping more at bay. Seeing the sword, Molgheon realized who was trapped and muttered aloud at his foolishness as she slung her bow across her back. 
 
    Drawing a hand axe, she sprinted across the crunching clay slate to the closest point above him. Without hesitation, she leapt from the bluff into the crowd and landed on the back of a thickly-muscled orc that was about to strike Roskin. With one swift hit, she drove the axe into its skull. As it fell, she jumped from its back onto the ground beside Roskin. When he saw her, he paused for a moment, a puzzled expression on his face. Molgheon circled around him until her back was against his. 
 
    “This is the last time I’m gonna save you,” she growled. 
 
    Roskin didn’t answer, for the orcs were closing back in from his extended pause. She gripped her axe tightly and waited for them to get within reach. Together, they stood against the rush, and while she didn’t think they had much of a chance to survive, she was glad to at least die with someone as skilled with a blade as this young dwarf. As the orcs neared, they began jabbing with their pikes, and Molgheon used the axe to parry the blows. 
 
    Roskin’s shoulders rolled against hers, and she could feel the ancient throwing axes strapped to his back. She hurled her own axe at the nearest orc and then reached over her shoulders to grab them. Roskin didn’t resist, and as she brought the blades forward, she marveled at their balance. They had been forged by Ghaldeons and fit her hands as if the smith had known her. As she sliced and chopped at her enemy, she watched for a way to escape behind the rear line, but there was none. The orcs were five or six deep at the narrowest point, and she was already tiring, her arms and legs growing heavier and heavier by the second. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leinjar watched Molgheon leap from the bluff to Roskin’s aid and was stunned by her grace and agility. From countless generations below ground, Tredjards were stocky and powerful, built for mining and fighting. The Ghaldeons, on the other hand, mostly lived above ground and, as such, were taller and more sinewy. Leinjar had not known many dwarves outside his own race, and he had never encountered one as nimble as Molgheon. He couldn’t see her or Roskin in the crowd of orcs, but knowing how deep into the lines Roskin had pushed, he was certain they couldn’t defend themselves for long. 
 
    “Push forward,” he called to the platoons nearest him. “Make a wedge between them.” 
 
    Then, he attacked with all his fury. From his years in the leisure slave cage, he had almost forgotten his family. On some days, he couldn’t remember their faces, and lately, those days came closer and closer together. Each morning he had woken as a slave he had wished that he had died in the battle which had left him in bondage. For the amusement of his enemies, he had been forced to fight and kill fellow Tredjards in violent and disgusting bare-fisted combat. Those images and dreams made sleep difficult. From all of that and then some, his anger was not insignificant. 
 
    He flew into the orcs as a starving dog devours meat and almost single-handedly drove the wedge through the orc lines. When Leinjar thrust aside the last orc between himself and Molgheon, she saw the opening and dragged Roskin through it. They both collapsed behind the dwarves and gulped for air. Their faces and arms were gashed in dozens of places and were bleeding quite a bit. Dropping his pike, Leinjar knelt beside them and began dressing their wounds with strips from his muddy tunic. Despite all the blood, none of the wounds appeared too serious, and in no time, he had the worst ones bandaged. 
 
    “Rest here, tall one,” Leinjar said to Roskin. Then, he turned to Molgheon. “You rest, too. Both of you are too brave for your own good.” 
 
    “It was my fault,” Roskin said, shaking his head. “I got ahead of my platoon.” 
 
    “You lived to tell about it,” Leinjar returned. “At least there’s that.” 
 
    Molgheon rose to her feet and asked Roskin if she could use the two ancient axes for the rest of the battle. He nodded and stood as well. Leinjar pleaded with them to stay put, but neither would listen. The battle was not over, and they were still able to fight. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vishghu’s arms were rubber, and she could barely raise the club to strike again. For nearly half an hour, the orcs had charged at her relentlessly, and she bested every wave that came. Now, she needed to rest and catch her breath, but the orcs had not yet abandoned hope of overrunning her position. Before the next group reached her, she collected her strength and prepared for one more wave. Either she would repel them, or they would beat her, but regardless of which, she knew this would be the last. Slowly, she raised the club into striking posture and waited. 
 
    From her position, she could see that Crushaw’s plan had worked brilliantly. The field was strewn with hundreds of dead and wounded orcs, many of which had fallen victim to the archers and the pits. Still more had already deserted the battle, choosing to brave the river instead of the freed slaves. The ones that remained numbered less than five hundred with very few officers to organize and lead them. 
 
    The freed slaves had not yet won the battle, however, for their ranks had been thinned as well. Along the front line, less than three hundred were still able to fight, and in the rear, there were barely a hundred. From this point forward, the battle would be a matter of will. There were no strategies or tactics left to play. Both sides only had muscle and sweat, wood and iron, to decide the outcome, so Vishghu steadied herself and dug deep inside to find energy and courage. 
 
    The orcs had managed to retreat to the center, just above the pits, and organize themselves into one large unit that could attack the front line and protect against the rear. Once they were ready, they lowered their pikes and charged up the incline. Yet again, the brunt of their force drove at Vishghu and the bluff-flank, and as they neared, she moved forward to meet them, swinging her club to deflect their pikes. 
 
    At first, she scattered them as she had each previous wave, but from her fatigue and their primal fear, three orcs managed to elude her blows and drive their blades into her stomach, left hip, and right thigh. She howled as the weapons pierced the thick layers of fat that all ogres carry as insulation from the bitter cold of the arctic, and she stumbled backwards, clumsily waving her club at them to keep each at bay. Luckily, none of the blades struck deeply enough to damage muscle or bone, and while the pain was intense, the wounds were mostly superficial. 
 
    Regaining her balance and steadying her club, Vishghu let them approach, and those three were joined by a dozen more. With one broad stroke, she killed four of them and seriously wounded two more, but the other nine engulfed her, stabbing her with their pikes. She collapsed to her knees, and like rats, they piled on her body, some pushing her to the ground and others beating her with the poles of their weapons. She lacked the strength to resist them and realized that death would come soon. As she fell onto her back, she howled from the pain of their blows. 
 
    Suddenly, a figure flashed above her, and the three orcs at her head and shoulders fell dead. As in a dream, she watched Crushaw raise his sword and strike the next one. His gambeson and face were already soaked dark with orc blood, and with each swing of his sword, his eyes danced with hate and joy. After he had killed six of them, the other three turned to flee, but Evil Blade chased them down and butchered each one. Their final screams rose above the din of battle, and Vishghu felt some satisfaction at knowing that they would not take her position after all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Roskin the Diplomat 
 
      
 
    His clothes were stained with blood and mud; his skin was torn and bruised; and his hair was greasy and tangled. He had been gone from home for almost a full year, and his body was a tapestry of scars from his mangled ear to his crisscrossed back. From the time in the leisure slave cage, he was thin and wiry, and anyone just meeting him would have had a hard time believing that he was heir to anything more than a rat’s nest. Nonetheless, he was the most adept diplomat among the freed slaves, so he had been chosen to enter the Marshwogg Republic to request sanctuary. 
 
    He had washed himself and his clothes in an icy mountain stream, but without soap, it had done little good. The only real bright spot was that he no longer smelled like a barnyard in August, rather more like a dog kennel in winter. As he strode down a mountain trail towards a guard tower, he hoped the Marshwoggs were not courtly people. When he was within crossbow range, he held out his hands to show that he was not armed and stopped to wait for an escort from the tower. 
 
    After a couple of minutes, the door opened and a creature stepped outside. It was only a foot taller than Roskin, but its arms and legs were so long and muscular that it looked much taller. Its skin was drab green with large brown splotches, and its fingers and toes were webbed like a frog’s. Its face was long and thin with a sharp nose and a pointy chin. As it walked, it seemed to bob up and down as its legs bent awkwardly deep. It stopped a few feet away and spoke to Roskin in a low croak. The language was completely foreign to the Kiredurk, so he shrugged his shoulders and shook his head to show as much. 
 
    “Our language is strange to outsiders. Forgive me,” the Marshwogg said in the common tongue. “Would you like something to eat?” 
 
    Roskin was caught off guard by the question. He had expected a much ruder greeting because of his appearance and didn’t know what to say. He was famished, as they had run out of food a couple of days before in the mountains, and forgetting the people waiting for him, he nodded yes. The Marshwogg motioned for Roskin to follow it into the tower where it produced a hunk of yellow cheese and a few strips of dried meat. 
 
    “That’s the best we’ve got at this outpost, I’m afraid. When you get to town, you’ll find much better hospitality.” 
 
    “This is fine,” Roskin managed between bites. He finished the meal quickly and thanked his host. 
 
    “If we were at my house, I’d feed you a proper meal. Would you like a change of clothes?” 
 
    “I don’t have any money,” Roskin responded. When Molgheon and Leinjar had divided up the pillaged gold, he had refused his share, not wanting anything more to remind him of the cage. 
 
    “My friend, please don’t insult me.” 
 
    Puzzled, Roskin stared at the Marshwogg. He wasn’t sure how that was an insult, and they sat for a moment in awkward silence. 
 
    “Let’s find some clothes,” the Marshwogg said at last. 
 
    The creature went to a trunk in the rear of the tower and sorted through several stacks. Finally, it produced a pair of pants and a shirt that looked close to Roskin’s size. Then, it gathered its bathing supplies and led Roskin back outside. They walked a short distance into the woods, stopping when they reached a small structure next to a stream. The Marshwogg opened the door and motioned for Roskin to enter. 
 
    “Clean yourself here,” it said. “Take as long as you need.” 
 
    Slowly, Roskin entered the room. His intuition had not warned him of danger, but he was unarmed and suddenly felt vulnerable. Inside, a five by five pit had been dug into the ground about two feet deep. One pipe extended horizontally from the wall and allowed water to flow from the stream into the pit. A second pipe stood vertically from the bottom to the surface and when the water level reached its opening, the water drained back to the stream. In the far corner, a wood burning stove stood ready, but since the day was warm and pleasant, Roskin saw no need for a fire. 
 
    He took off the stained clothes and stepped into the pool. The water was chilly but, after the mountain stream, didn’t feel unpleasant. He took a bar of strong smelling soap from the bathing supplies and lathered his body for the first time since leaving Kwarck’s home nearly eight months before. The scars across his back felt strange and foreign even though he had carried them for two months. After covering his body in a thick layer of soap, he found a brush and dipped his hair into the water. At first, the bristles would not move through the tangled knots, but after several minutes of brushing, he was able to undo much of the mess. Then, he soaped his hair and repeated the process with his beard. For almost an hour, he stayed in the water and cleaned himself. 
 
    When he finally emerged from the bathhouse dressed in the fresh clothes, he felt like a different dwarf. His skin tingled from the scrubbing and was several shades lighter than when he had entered. The Marshwogg had waited for him outside, sitting on a stump and carving on a small bar of cedar. When it saw Roskin, it spread a wide smile across its thin face and stood from the stump. 
 
    “Now, let’s return to the tower and discuss why you’re here.” 
 
    In his eagerness to eat and bathe, Roskin had forgotten about the freed slaves and his friends waiting for him in the mountains, and he was ashamed at letting his own pleasure come before them. They walked briskly back to the tower and went inside. The Marshwogg found two chairs and placed them where it could still see out the small window in the base. Roskin found it strange that the tower only had one guard and said as much after they both had sat down. 
 
    “If I sounded the alarm,” the Marshwogg said. “The militia could be here in minutes. Besides, your army doesn’t seem poised to attack us.” 
 
    “My army?” 
 
    “You don’t think that many people could march across the mountains without our scouts noticing them, do you?” 
 
    “I guess not, but you’re right. We have no desire to attack you.” 
 
    “Actually, we know about your battle with the orcs, too. One of our sentries saw their army leave the fortress and followed them to the field. She hid upstream in the river and watched the fight. Did you lead that battle?” 
 
    “No,” Roskin said, unsure of how much to tell. This creature had kept him off guard from the moment they had met. 
 
    “I’d like to meet the one, then. Perhaps we can discuss strategy sometime.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve come to ask your lord for refuge. There are many wounded and elderly who need help.” 
 
    “We don’t have a lord in this region.” 
 
    “How far will I have to travel to find one?” 
 
    “Quite far, actually. We have none.” 
 
    Roskin was baffled by the statement. All of the civilizations he had ever known followed some version of an aristocratic monarchy, even the ogre clans. He couldn’t fathom how to maintain law and order without nobility to guide the masses. 
 
    “Who governs your people?” 
 
    “We govern ourselves.” 
 
    The Marshwogg explained the foundation of their republic. Each region was divided into counties based on a combination of natural and economic boundaries, and each county was responsible for its own government through a council of elected officials that were barely compensated for their service. To counter corruption, they also had a county magistrate – also scarcely paid – who ensured that the council’s decisions remained in the best interest of the Marshwoggs of that county. As another layer of protection, an independent system allowed citizens to defend themselves from laws and actions they believed unjust. These three layers shared governance, each with equal power, and in order for any law to remain intact, it had to remain in good standing with at least two of the three. 
 
    Each region had a similar system on a larger scale, but as a whole, the republic had no centralized government to impose national laws. Instead, each region was left to govern itself as the citizens saw fit, and disputes between regions were settled through discourse and mediators from distant regions. In times of national crisis, such as an invasion from the orcs, each region would send a militia to help expel the invaders and protect the common good. 
 
    Of course, there were examples of corruption and inefficiency in certain counties and regions, but history had shown the Marshwoggs that the people of those places were the best ones to overcome those problems. Interference in local matters by outsiders was absolutely forbidden in their tradition, and violators faced severe punishments for meddling in other people’s affairs. As such, their system had existed and evolved for hundreds of years, and as a race, the Marshwoggs knew very little poverty or despair within their borders. 
 
    “I’m fascinated,” Roskin said. “I could talk about this for days, but right now, my friends need help. Some of them are desperate for medicine, so who do I need to talk to?” 
 
    “As this county’s magistrate, I’ve been given authority to grant you entrance to our lands, as long as you agree to obey our laws.” 
 
    “Of course,” Roskin said. 
 
    The Marshwogg rose from his seat and went outside, where he rang the smaller of two bells. In a couple of minutes, a younger Marshwogg appeared, bobbing up and down as it hurried to the tower. The two spoke briefly, and once they finished, the younger one took off in the direction of the freed slaves. Then, the magistrate returned to Roskin. 
 
    “He’ll bring your friends down here. If you’d like to wait with me, feel free. I have another hour on my watch. Otherwise, you can travel into town and make yourself at home.” 
 
    Roskin thought about it for a moment and decided to go to town to get his bearings. He was fascinated by these strange people and wanted to learn more about their customs, and in his mind, the best way to do that was to immerse himself in their culture. He rose from his seat and shook hands with the magistrate. 
 
    “Thank you for your kindness. I am Roskin, son of Kraganere.” 
 
    “I am Rewokog, Magistrate of West Hills County.” 
 
    Rewokog gave Roskin directions into town and handed him a few coins. The dwarf tried to refuse the money, but the Marshwogg insisted. They said good bye, and Roskin took the path Rewokog had indicated. As the trail wound towards town, small houses began to appear, and despite their modest size, each home was well-maintained with clean, neat lawns. To most Tredjards and Kiredurks – dwarves who lived underground in buildings of stone – homes of wood were cheap and temporary, but the carpentry of these houses was of such a masterful quality that Roskin admired them. Other than with Kwarck and at Murkdolm, he had not felt very comfortable outside his kingdom, but the Marshwogg houses were warm and inviting, making him feel at home. 
 
    The town itself was also well-built and inviting. The streets were broad and smooth, with simple signposts marking each road and providing brief directions to various sections and specific locations within the town. The buildings displayed the same excellent craftsmanship as the houses, and each business was indicated by a reserved, elegant sign. None of the structures showed signs of disrepair, and there was no trash on the ground. Other than a few of the townships in his kingdom, Roskin had never been so impressed by the austere beauty of a settlement. 
 
    All around town, Marshwoggs went about their daily business, but despite their obvious industriousness, they were polite and civil to the dwarf as he wandered through the streets. In fact, they were the most gracious and orderly people he had ever met. Once he had walked around much of the business section and had familiarized himself with the layout, he chose a tavern for his meal. Inside, he found a table in a back corner and took a seat. He was greeted promptly by a server who brought him a tankard of cool water and a small basket of unshelled nuts. 
 
    “Welcome to our town,” she said in the common language. Unlike the magistrate, she didn’t bother trying her native tongue with strangers. “What may I bring you?” 
 
    “I only have this much money,” Roskin said, laying the coins on the table. 
 
    “For this much,” the server said, picking up one coin. “I can bring you a plate of food and one tankard of ale, if that suits you.” 
 
    “I haven’t tasted a good ale in several months. That’ll suit me just fine. 
 
    She returned in a few minutes with the ale and a plate of freshwater trout cleaned and baked in fresh herbs. After thanking him for his business, she excused herself and went back to the kitchen. Forgetting all manners, Roskin tore the fish into large hunks with the table-knife and gobbled them down as quickly as he could cut them. If his step-mother had seen him, she would have scolded his uncivil behavior. The fish had been prepared perfectly and tasted better than anything he could remember eating. When he finished the meal, he turned up the tankard and took a long drink, and it tasted almost as good as the fish. He leaned back in his seat and finished it in just a few more pulls. 
 
    “How was it?” the server asked, clearing the table after he was done. 
 
    “How much for another ale?” 
 
    “I can’t serve you another.” 
 
    She explained to him that in the business sections drinks were limited to one per meal. If he wanted to drink to excess, he would have to go to one of the taverns in the indulgent section of town, where he could find gambling, alcohol, and a wide variety of physical pleasures. The Marshwoggs believed that those habits were a necessary part of life for relieving tension, but that the individuals wishing not to partake should not be encumbered by the ones who did. Therefore, most Marshwogg towns relegated one area for indulgence and mandated that other areas adhere to moderation and restraint. 
 
    “In that case,” he said, standing and gathering his other coins. “Thank you for the wonderful meal.” 
 
    “No, thank you. Come back for supper. We hope your friends come by as well.” 
 
    “My friends,” Roskin asked, surprised that a server in a tavern knew about them. 
 
    “From the mountains. We’ve been expecting you.” 
 
    “Really?” he said. 
 
    “We’re glad to have you here.” 
 
    Bewildered, he excused himself from the restaurant and went outside. For a few minutes, he stood in its walkway and wondered about what she had said. His intuition gave him no feelings of ill towards them, but something about these creatures made him uneasy. Finally, he returned to the street and walked through the business sections, admiring the variety of goods and services available in such a small town. 
 
    In his own kingdom, a town of this size would only have at most two tailors, blacksmiths, bakers, and butchers, each offering basically the same products of the same quality, but this town had several of each one. The individual tailors offered different styles and grades of clothing. Likewise, the different bakers provided different styles of bread and pastries. Every other business was like that, as well, and Roskin stopped into a cobbler’s shop to buy a new pair of boots, if he could afford them with what he had left. 
 
    Inside the shop, the smell of leather and polish was pungent, but otherwise the place was clean and well-organized. The front of the store had several racks of various boots and shoes, and for a moment, Roskin was overwhelmed with so much choice. He hadn’t been in the shop for more than a few heartbeats when a Marshwogg appeared from the back and offered to assist him. Roskin marveled that so many of them spoke the common language. He explained that he needed a good pair of boots that could withstand extremely long marches but also offer good footing in battle. 
 
    The Marshwogg measured the dwarf’s foot and went to the back to retrieve a couple of different styles. He returned with a pair in each hand and motioned for Roskin to sit. The dwarf obeyed, and the Marshwogg removed the tattered, blood-stained leather strips he had been wearing for two months. The first pair of boots were uncomfortable, but the second wrapped around his foot and ankle like a warm pillow. He stood and tested them, and not only were they comfortable, they gripped the wooden floor and provided excellent footing, as well. 
 
    “How much?” he asked, holding out his coins. 
 
    “I’m afraid you’ll need about five more of those.” 
 
    Roskin stared ahead, his mouth agape. For the first time in his life, he couldn’t afford to purchase something he wanted, and the feeling was maddening. He began to remove the boots, but the Marshwogg stopped him. 
 
    “Let me make you this offer,” he said. “I have some materials around back that need to be hauled to the end of this street. I’ll pay you the five coins if you’ll do that labor for me.” 
 
    Remembering how much he had enjoyed working on Kwarck’s farm, Roskin agreed to the deal and followed the Marshwogg out back. Scraps of leather and other materials were stacked in a dozen barrels, and the cobbler directed Roskin to empty them into the bins on the back of a large wagon at the end of the street but not to throw away the barrels. Roskin went to work, hoisting each barrel in a bear-hug and muscling it to the bins. Within an hour, his clothes were soaked with sweat, but the job was finished, so he returned to the cobbler to make sure they were settled. 
 
    “Fine work,” the cobbler said, patting the dwarf on the back. “I’m glad we could make the trade.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Roskin replied. “I’m just curious, though. What will the owner think of it? Won’t this mess up tax collection?” 
 
    “Well, I’m one of the owners, and since the others didn’t want to haul all that scrap themselves, I’m sure they won’t mind.” 
 
    “There’s more than one owner? Do all of you work in the shop like common laborers?” 
 
    “Of course!” the Marshwogg gasped as if Roskin had said something bizarre. “Why wouldn’t we?” 
 
    “In my culture, there’s the ruling class who govern, the management class who own and oversee businesses, and the working class who perform the manual labor.” 
 
    The Marshwogg stared in disbelief. 
 
    “Why does that seem so strange?” Roskin said. “That’s what I’ve seen pretty much everywhere else I’ve been, too.” 
 
    “These ruling and management classes, what do they do for income?” the Marshwogg asked, still staring. 
 
    “They make sure things run properly.” 
 
    “But how do they know to run things if they don’t work?” 
 
    “That is their work. Some people are good at labor, while others are good at organizing.” 
 
    The Marshwogg described for Roskin how all businesses within the republic were owned and managed by the people who worked in that business. Wages were determined by the quality and quantity of work performed in making a product or providing a service, so each person within the business had an incentive to grow, improve, and progress the venture. In order to have leadership and vision, most businesses would elect their most talented individuals as managers to guide the others. As long as the manager performed well, that person would stay in charge until a change was needed. Of course, some businesses failed because of poor leadership, ineffective labor, or bad craftsmanship, but the consumers within a community determined that by choosing whether or not to do business there. 
 
    “As far as taxes, we’ll pay our 10% just as if you had paid the full amount.” 
 
    “The business pays 10%, so how much of your income do you then have to pay, as well?” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “Come on!” Roskin exclaimed. “You can’t just pay 10%.” 
 
    “Why? How does it work in your kingdom?” 
 
    “Each business pays 15 to 25%, based on sales, and then each laborer pays the same from their wages.” 
 
    “So you tax both the transaction and the worker? How does anybody own anything in your kingdom?” 
 
    “Well, the king maintains all the mines and cities and passages. Then, there are the schools and the military, and of course the granaries.” 
 
    “That sounds painfully inefficient.” 
 
    “My kingdom is very efficient,” Roskin almost shouted, his temper flaring. “We work hard to keep it as lean as possible. We are a very successful nation.” 
 
    “I meant no disrespect. We have our way that works for us, and you have your way.” 
 
    Roskin took a deep breath and let his temper dissipate. He didn’t want to argue with someone who had been so friendly. Besides, despite his uneasiness, he was intrigued by the way these strange people operated. He had grown up studying the economic history and evolution of his kingdom, and he could see some advantages to this system. His kingdom hindered competition and innovation and, as such, could not evolve beyond its current form without major changes. From this epiphany, he wanted more than ever to return home and share what he had learned with his father. 
 
    “Thank you for the boots,” he said. “I’m grateful for your kindness.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, my friend. I’m grateful for your assistance. I hate emptying the barrels.” 
 
    “When I see my friends, I’ll send them here for their own boots. I’m sure they’ll need them.” 
 
    “Thank you. Come back and visit me anytime. My partners will be here later, too. We expect a lot of business, so we’re all going to work the next few days.” 
 
    Roskin said goodbye and returned to the street. After marching for so long in the crude strips of leather, he had almost forgotten how good it felt to walk in comfortable boots. The more he moved in them, the better they fit his feet. His personal cobbler, who had fitted him for footwear his entire life and made what Roskin had thought were good shoes and boots, had never made anything as exquisite as this pair. 
 
    As he walked around, he saw that the first of the freed slaves were entering town, so he moved towards them to find his friends and show them around. As he walked among the dwarves and elves, he quickly realized that the only ones in town were the wounded and elderly. He was bothered that - other than a few who carried the seriously wounded, including Vishghu - none of the healthy were in town, so he headed back towards the guard tower to find out why. As he walked, a flood of terrible thoughts went through his head, and he feared that something unspeakable had happened to them. He couldn’t explain why, but he felt that he had been suckered into some trap, and his friends were paying the price for his clumsiness. By the time he reached the tower, the magistrate was already long gone, and the new guard offered little on the situation. The fear morphing into anger, Roskin got directions for finding the magistrate and stormed back to town. 
 
    He found the house easily, and it was the same as most of the others he had seen, modest and pragmatic, warm and inviting. He pounded on the door and waited for a response. After a couple of minutes, he could hear someone stirring inside, so he knocked again, in case they hadn’t heard him. In a few heartbeats, the magistrate opened the door, smiling at the Kiredurk. 
 
    “Where are my friends?” Roskin asked, a hint of threat in his voice. 
 
    “They’re all over town,” Rewokog returned, the smile fading from his thin face. “I led them here myself.” 
 
    “There’s only the ones needing medicine. Where are the others?” 
 
    “Son of Kraganere, watch your tone on my doorstep.” 
 
    On the street, a handful of passersby gathered to watch the scene. 
 
    “Just tell me where my friends are. Why are they not in town?” 
 
    “I have only shown you respect and courtesy, young dwarf. Don’t insult me at my home.” 
 
    Roskin turned and stepped off the magistrate’s porch, trying to calm his temper. The gathering crowd murmured to each other about what was going on, but Roskin ignored them. He only wanted to know where Crushaw and others had gone if not into town. They were tired and hungry and, because of his selfishness, had been left in the mountains longer than was necessary. He couldn’t fathom why they weren’t with the wounded and elderly, and his fear and anger had clogged his judgment. 
 
    Suddenly, a group of Marshwoggs surrounded him, and one spoke with the magistrate. Roskin was trapped and considered overpowering one of them and running for the mountains, but he thought better of that. The magistrate and leader continued to croak at each other, and when they finished, the leader turned back to the officers and motioned for them to move aside. Roskin was left facing the magistrate with an even larger crowd watching the episode. 
 
    “By our laws,” Rewokog said. “I could send you to jail for creating this disturbance, but I admire your passion for your friends.” 
 
    Roskin bowed his head in humble thanks. 
 
    “Hopefully, this news will ease your mind. Your leader chose to keep the healthy ones outside of town to keep from overwhelming our resources while the wounded are tended to. To my knowledge, they are safe and should be receiving food as we speak.” 
 
    “Please, forgive me,” Roskin returned, looking the magistrate in the eyes. The fear had subsided, and he suddenly felt ridiculous. “You’ve treated me as a friend, and I’ve returned it with suspicion and foolishness.” 
 
    “I accept. Let’s forget this.” 
 
    Roskin extended his hand, and the magistrate shook it firmly. The crowd, satisfied that the scene was resolved, continued on their ways, but the peace officers lingered a while longer to make sure their magistrate was safe. Motioning with his long arms, Rewokog croaked at them, and they moved further down the street. Then, the magistrate asked the dwarf to enter his home to continue their conversation from the tower, and Roskin accepted, glad to have met such a kind, forgiving person. After supper, they talked late into the night, explaining their customs and laws to each other, and before Roskin left, Rewokog gave him a book that illustrated in detail how Marshwogg laws and economics work. It had been Rewokog’s textbook as a boy, and Roskin cradled the gift in his arm, hopeful that once he returned home he would have the time to study it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Traveling Home 
 
      
 
    Molgheon sat by a campfire, her belly full of crawfish. She and the others had been camped outside of town for a week, and each night she had eaten her fill of the most amazing food she had ever tasted. For most of her life, she had survived off of what game she could catch in the wild and had rarely had access to spices or herbs. Most of her meals had been bland acts of necessity, and as she savored the last bite of this one, she realized just how much comfort and joy she had missed. 
 
    The elves healthy enough to travel were leaving the next morning. They would head north along the mountains until they reached a western pass that led to Lake Vassa. From there, they would make their way - either on the lake or by foot - to the Koorleine Forest. The trip would take them nearly two months and was extremely dangerous, since most of the territory was controlled by the Great Empire. There were barely 300 of them able to travel, so they wouldn’t be able to fight any kind of a pitched battle. On the other hand, it would be difficult to move that many secretly, and if they were caught, they would face either a return to bondage or execution. Still, they were ready to be among their kin, and since they had fulfilled their oaths to Crushaw, none could rightfully stop them. 
 
    Roskin had decided to travel with them, for in his words, there was trouble in his kingdom that needed his attention. He explained that something had happened to his father, something terrible, and that a great peril threatened his people. Molgheon wasn’t sure how he knew this, but after looking in his eyes, she knew that at least he believed it to be so. He would follow the elves to the forest and turn northwest back to Kwarck’s. From there, he would cut west, stopping among the outcasts to retrieve his friend, Bordorn, and then continuing to the eastern gate. 
 
    Since the trip from the forest to the gate would consume two more months, Molgheon had decided to travel with him. She was also ready to be among her kin, and even though the Marshwoggs were kind, generous people, she longed for the shadows of the western mountains and the murmur of the Yuejdeon River. These lands, though fertile and temperate, were still foreign, and the truth be known, she feared Roskin traveling that far alone. 
 
    To her right, Crushaw lay stretched out on his back, staring at the stars. He was also full of crawfish, and in the flickering light of the campfire, he looked as calm and content as Molgheon had seen him. He wouldn’t be traveling with them, for Vishghu was still too seriously wounded to move. Even though she was getting better, she needed a couple more weeks to allow the deep lacerations to heal, and Crushaw intended to fulfill his promise of returning with her to Kwarck’s farm and serving his banishment. 
 
    “I’m grateful for all you’ve done,” he said to Molgheon. “I haven’t told you before, but we wouldn’t have made it without you.” 
 
    “It was nothing,” she said. “Just good to be more than a barkeep to drunk Ghaldeons.” 
 
    “You’re a good soldier.” 
 
    “You, too,” she said, wanting to tell him to forget what had happened before, but the memories that made her despise touch were too painful. She couldn’t say anything more. 
 
    “Take care of Roskin,” Crushaw continued. “Make sure he gets home. He’ll be a good king some day.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she returned. “I had my doubts at first, poor thing.” 
 
    As her words faded, Leinjar appeared by the campfire and asked to join them. Molgheon motioned for him to sit and offered the last of her crawfish. He accepted and gobbled them down quickly. All the leisure slaves ate that way, and Molgheon, who had known starvation herself, understood the impetus to scarf food. For many years after the War of Resistance had ended, she had eaten all of her meals in less than a minute for fear that someone hungrier and stronger might snatch them away. 
 
    “We’ve been talking about it,” Leinjar said after he had swallowed the last bite. “And we want to go with you and the tall one.” 
 
    By “we” Molgheon knew he meant himself and the last two remaining leisure slaves from the Slithsythe. All three were Tredjards who had spent nearly as much of their lives in bondage as free. 
 
    “What we had before the cage is gone forever, and we owe you and the tall one our lives. We want to serve as your guards, if you’ll have us.” 
 
    “Who says I need a guard?” Molgheon asked. 
 
    “I do, for one,” Crushaw said. “It’s none of my business, but that would ease my mind. There’s a lot of ground from the forest to Kwarck’s. Five can watch each other much better than two.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Roskin asked, sitting beside Crushaw. 
 
    “The Tredjards want to go with us,” Molgheon said. “They don’t think we can make it on our own.” 
 
    “That’s not what I said,” Leinjar returned, shaking his head. “We respect your skills, but...” 
 
    “Leinjar, I’m just teasing you,” Molgheon said, laughing out loud and slapping him on the shoulder. 
 
    The others stared in disbelief. None could remember her laughing like that before. 
 
    “It’s fine by me,” she said, composing herself. “What do you think, Roskin, we need guarding?” 
 
    “Has she been in the indulgent side of town all day?” Roskin asked Crushaw. 
 
    This time, they all laughed. 
 
    “Seriously,” Leinjar said. “Will you have us as your guards?” 
 
    “I already said yes,” Molgheon responded. “Ask the Kiredurk.” 
 
    “Well,” Roskin said. “If you’re asking if you want to serve me as a guard, then my answer is no.” 
 
    “Why?” Leinjar asked, raising his arms and shrugging. 
 
    “Because as Red already told you, you’ve earned your freedom. You serve no one. If you want to travel with me as my friend and my equal, then I’d be honored.” 
 
    “Well put,” Crushaw said. 
 
    Leinjar reached out and shook hands with the Kiredurk. They stared at each other for a moment in silence, but Molgheon recognized the look and knew that it, though unspoken, was allegiance as powerful as any oath. From their shared experiences, each dwarf would protect the other to the death. 
 
    “Then, it’s settled,” Molgheon said, ending the moment. “The four of us will escort Roskin back to his kingdom.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Much as Suvene had done a few days before, Toulesche staggered along the worn path to the fortress. He couldn’t remove the arrow from his shoulder, and the skin around the wound was already beginning to blacken with rot. He knew enough about wounds to know that he might lose his arm, but he suspected that it could be worse. Still, his sense of duty drove him back to the fortress to report what had happened, in case no one else had made it, and to accept whatever punishment for his failure. 
 
    After he had fallen in the river, he had floated downstream for almost a mile before stopping in a sandy shoal. He had dragged himself out of the water with his good arm and had lain motionless for nearly a full day. The entire time he had expected to die, if not from the wound then from a hungry animal, but when it hadn’t happened by noon the next day, he had struggled to his feet and started for the fortress. 
 
    Now, seeing its stone walls and iron gate before him, he was ashamed of what had happened during the battle. Too many of their troops had panicked from the archers, and as a sergeant, he felt as if he hadn’t fulfilled his duty preparing the orcs for battle. Even though his platoon had performed well, he was also involved in drilling other soldiers, so in his mind, he was as responsible for the debacle as the arrogant general who had decided not to encircle the slaves before attacking. 
 
    A small detail emerged from the fortress and met him with a stretcher. He collapsed on it, and they carried him inside to the infirmary where dozens and dozens of orcs lay in various states of injury or dismemberment. Once Toulesche was on a cot, an orc healer examined him and called for his instruments. He gave the sergeant a drink of dark liquid, and within a few heartbeats, the pain in his shoulder vanished. Then, the healer ordered several others to hold him down. 
 
    Toulesche was aware of their hands pressing down on him, but the sensation was like the heaviness of a leg that has fallen asleep. Then, he felt the healer pull on the arrow, and he could feel the pressure of his shoulder rising from the cot with the tugging on the arrow, but there was no pain. It took several tries for the healer to remove it, and when it finally dislodged from the bone, the release of pressure was like having a bad tooth removed. Then, the healer gave him another drink of a different liquid, and this time, within a few heartbeats, Toulesche faded into unconsciousness. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roskin woke well before dawn, another dream of his father and the kingdom haunting him. He packed his things and ate a breakfast of dried meat, not wanting to wake anyone with a fire. The dreams and the dark fear each grew more and more intense, the images palpable and visceral. He could almost smell their fear. The torment of being so far away frustrated him to the verge of madness, and part of him wished that he had never left home. At least then, he could protect his father, his people, his kingdom. 
 
    As he sat alone in the darkness of pre-dawn, he saw Crushaw rise from his sleeping place and stretch. Not wanting to be by himself anymore and needing to say a proper farewell to his friend, Roskin stood and walked to where the old man was preparing to strike a campfire. As Roskin approached, Crushaw looked up and smiled. 
 
    “Good morning, young master,” he said, knocking sparks against dry leaves. 
 
    “Morning, Red.” 
 
    “What has you stirring so early?” Crushaw asked, laying twigs and more leaves above the small flame. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “That so?” Crushaw returned. 
 
    Roskin sat beside the growing fire and watched the flames dance and flicker. Crushaw took a skillet from his pack and placed it on the iron grill above the fire. Then, he took out three eggs and two slices of salt-cured ham. When the skillet was hot, he laid the ham in it, and when there was a little grease popping and sizzling against the iron, he cracked open the eggs. In silence, Roskin watched him cook. As soon as the food was ready, Crushaw removed the skillet from the flame and scraped the ham and eggs onto his plate. He offered to share, but the dwarf shook his head and muttered a polite refusal. 
 
    “It’s a long road home,” Crushaw said between bites. 
 
    “Too long.” 
 
    “Molgheon and the Tredjards will get you there.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Are you going to track down that traitor Torkdohn and punish him for what he did?” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought about it?” 
 
    Chewing a piece of ham, Crushaw stared at him. 
 
    “I just want to get Bordorn and go home. That’s where I belong.” 
 
    Crushaw nodded his understanding. 
 
    “Red, I know I said it before, but I need to say it again: thank you for getting me out of there.” 
 
    “Young master, thank you for getting me out of Murkdolm.” 
 
    “That was different. I helped you because I wanted that statue from Black Rock.” 
 
    “The why is insignificant,” Crushaw said. “I owed you my life, so I repaid the debt. It’s that simple.” 
 
    “I’ll visit you at Kwarck’s as often as I can.” 
 
    “I know you will. I think I’ll enjoy living with that wizard. I can learn a little about protecting life before I die. That’ll be a good change.” 
 
    “You have a good heart, Red.” 
 
    “No, young master, my heart isn’t kind. I have a sense of loyalty and justice, but don’t confuse that with goodness.” 
 
    Roskin nodded and fell silent, not wanting to argue the point. All around them, elves were beginning to stir, and they would be on the road home within an hour or so. Even though he was ready to travel, he wanted to enjoy the company of his friend, for he knew it would be many months, possibly years, before they would see each other again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When the news of Toulesche’s return reached him, Suvene leapt from his seat and sprinted to the infirmary. He had been certain that his friend had perished, for none from that platoon had returned, and many fragmented reports of their encounter with the phantom were passing around what was left of the eastern army. As he burst into the room, he saw his childhood sparring partner face down on a cheap cot. Toulesche’s skin was pale and splotched with swollen, purple veins, and despite being wrapped in a fresh bandage, the black rot of his shoulder was a grim harbinger. The most startling image for Suvene was the vacant space where Toulesche’s left arm should have been. 
 
    He knelt beside the cot and spoke his friend’s name. Toulesche opened his eyes, smiled weakly, and muttered something unintelligible before falling back asleep. Then, Suvene found a chair and sat beside the cot. He sat there for two straight days, not eating and barely drinking, and whenever anyone suggested that he should take a break, he responded with an iron stare. At the end of the second day, Toulesche regained consciousness and shouted a command at his platoon. 
 
    “You’re safe,” Suvene said, holding his friend’s right hand. 
 
    “Take the flank!” Toulesche yelled. “Overrun the phantom!” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Suvene said. “You’re safe, now.” 
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    “In the fortress,” Suvene choked. 
 
    “Watch the archers.” 
 
    “He’s got a fever from the infection,” the healer said, feeling Toulesche’s forehead. “He’s delirious.” 
 
    “Will he come out of this?” 
 
    The healer stared at the floor and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “Its eyes are so cold. Be on guard!” 
 
    “Can you give him anything?” 
 
    “I’ve done all I can. It’s out of our control, now.” 
 
    “Suvene, you were right,” Toulesche said, looking at his friend with wide eyes. “It’s not natural.” 
 
    “Rest, Toulesche. You need your strength.” 
 
    “Take the other flank! Take the other flank! You hear me?” 
 
    “I will. Now, rest.” 
 
    Toulesche closed his eyes and fell back asleep. Suvene sat with him for three more days, and from time to time the sergeant would awaken and make a similar rant. Each time, he warned Suvene about the phantom, and with each warning, Suvene’s resolve grew stronger. On the fourth morning – seven days after he had returned – Toulesche spiked an even higher fever. The purple veins all over his body turned midnight blue, and green puss oozed from the rotting wound. Suvene rose from his seat and called for help, but before the healer could make it, Toulesche began thrashing on the cot, flailing with his right arm and kicking with his legs. When the seizure ended, his body went limp, and he was gone. 
 
    Suvene grabbed the chair he had sat and slept on for six days and hurled it at the wall. The wood shattered against the stone, sending shards and splinters across the room. Then, he charged from the room towards the Masters’ chambers. He didn’t stop to request admission from the guards, instead pushing passed them and into the room. The Masters turned to look at him, their mouths agape at this transgression, but before any could admonish him, Suvene spoke: 
 
    “Grant me permission to hunt down the phantom and make him pay for his crimes.” 
 
    “Young soldier, this is very improper,” the eldest Master said, waving away the guards who had moved in behind Suvene. 
 
    “He already has a two week head start. There’s not time for proper, or I’ll lose his trail.” 
 
    “What chance do you think you stand against this creature?” another Master asked. 
 
    “I beat him on the Slithsythe. I can do it again.” 
 
    A murmur went through the room, and for a moment, Suvene was afraid they didn’t believe him. 
 
    “Give us a few minutes to decide this,” the eldest said, pointing to a room in the rear. 
 
    “Thank you,” Suvene responded, before moving to the room. 
 
    A little later, a page brought him back before the Masters. Their expressions showed the intense fear and turmoil that had befallen them since news of the debacle had trickled in. Suvene stood in the same spot as when he had told his story of capture and escape and waited for the eldest to address him. 
 
    “Young soldier, we can’t spare anyone to accompany you, so you’ll be alone. Do you still want to proceed?” 
 
    “For my honor, I must.” 
 
    “Then, we grant you permission. If you fail, we’ll have lost a brave soldier. If you succeed, you’ll have wealth beyond your dreams. Equip yourself as needed, and hunt well.” 
 
    Suvene thanked them and marched to the armory. He would travel light but needed a good blade, strong mail, a sharp knife, a bow with arrows, a water-skin, and a blanket. He would take a horse for the open stretches when he could ride without fear of losing the track, but most of the travel, especially through the mountains, would be on foot. When he reached the armory, he called for the steward to assist him, and from the tone in Suvene’s voice, the steward didn’t question the order. Within an hour, he was armed and packed, and without ceremony, he rode from the fortress to track down and kill the enemy that had taken so much from him. 
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    Chapter 9 
 
    On a Perilous Road 
 
      
 
    Roskin and the other dwarves led the progression north through the foothills. The elves weren’t highland people and didn’t feel comfortable guiding themselves up and down the grades, so the dwarves had been asked to take the point. Once they crossed the eastern mountains and reached the central plains, the elves would assume the lead since their eyesight tended to be keener over long distances, but the dwarves’ senses were adapted to these elements. Even in a foreign range, they were right at home. 
 
    Roskin liked traveling without fear of an enemy at every turn. Since leaving home, he had grown to love the open road, the vast expanse of the world just waiting for him to enjoy it, but the march from the Slithsythe to the Marshwoggs had been miserable. With the constant threat of the orcs, there had been no time to take pleasure in the savannah. Now, many miles from an enemy, he relaxed and soaked in the scenery. 
 
    Spring growth dominated the landscape. Every hillside and mountain slope was a swatch of tender greens and vivid blossoms. The most prevalent blooms were the dogwoods, white and pink flowers fluttering in the breeze. Roskin had seen dogwoods before, but never so many and never so vibrant. Occasionally, petals would float down, and to a dwarf from underground, the sight of such delicate beauty was inspiring. As he walked, he composed a song in his head that he would write down whenever they stopped. 
 
    They had been traveling north from the Marshwoggs for two weeks, and so far, the going had been relaxed. They had plenty of food and plenty of arrows for hunting. The weather had been warm and clear, the kind of days young lovers relish for a picnic. Everyone in the group was healthy, so they had been able to make great time, walking at a brisk pace and only stopping for lunch. As such, they had now reached the road that turned west towards the Great Empire and Lake Vassa. 
 
    The road was very old and hadn’t been used much since the Koorleine elves had been driven into the forest. Before Theodore the Daring conquered them, they had maintained a trade route with the Marshwoggs, but the Great Empire didn’t trust the strange creatures that lived mostly in swamps and had no tangible leadership structure. For their part, the Marshwoggs cared little for traveling outside their own peninsula, so the road had eroded to little more than a broken path through the mountains. 
 
    The mass stopped for lunch before turning onto the road, and Roskin took the opportunity to write down his song. None of the others kept a journal, and as he scribbled the lines onto a loose piece of parchment, the Tredjards teased him jovially. He didn’t get upset from their jests as he would have done before leaving home, and instead of returning the barbs, he laughed along with them. When the song was written down, he gobbled a meager lunch and prepared to resume the march. 
 
    They walked all afternoon, moving carefully over the jagged blocks of the old road. Roskin’s new boots served him well on this surface, and he was surprised at how little trouble he had keeping his footing. A dwarf or elf slipped or stumbled every few feet, and the hills echoed with their profanities as they skinned their shins and banged their knees. Whenever one of the dwarves would lose his footing, Roskin would bite more tightly on his lip to keep from teasing them as they had him about the song. 
 
    With the mountains looming ahead, sunset came early in the foothills, and as soon as Molgheon found a good spot, they stopped early that day. Campfires sparked to life the length of the progression, and the aromas of wood burning and meat cooking soon filled the air. As daylight gave way to twilight, Roskin and the dwarves consumed their suppers quickly, and then leaned back against their packs to stretch their legs. 
 
    All day, they had heard the normal sounds of wilderness - birds singing, twigs cracking, and leaves crunching as animals scurried for safety, but now that night had arrived, the woods went quiet, an eerie silence that made the hairs on Roskin’s neck stand up. The dark fear of his intuition warned him of something, but he had no image of the threat, only a feeling. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” he said to the other dwarves. 
 
    “Me either,” Molgheon returned. 
 
    “We’d better keep watch all night,” Leinjar said. 
 
    “Agreed,” Molgheon said. “Spread word to the elves. Tonight, we sleep in shifts.” 
 
    Once they were ready to unroll their blankets and drift off, each dwarf stood watch at the point for two hours, and throughout the camp, the elves followed suit. Since he could rarely sleep more than three or four hours before a nightmare woke him, Roskin took the middle shift. When the time came, he relieved Molgheon, and she quickly covered herself and went to sleep. 
 
    With his excellent night vision, he could see the whole camp and most of the surrounding trees, and there was nothing unusual moving around. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something sinister was watching them, and he remained uneasy through his entire shift. When he woke Leinjar for the next turn, he walked through the camp, talking briefly with the elf sentries who spoke the common language. None had seen anything amiss, but each felt the same uneasiness of being stalked. 
 
    Finally, he figured that it must be a mountain lion or some other nocturnal predator watching them from the trees, and most wild creatures would not risk an attack against such a large group. Convinced of that, he returned to his blanket and stretched out, hoping for a couple more hours sleep before the next day’s walk. Even though they weren’t marching as swiftly as Crushaw had driven them, he didn’t want to walk for twelve hours on so little rest. 
 
    He slept fitfully, and when he woke just before dawn, the camp already buzzed with activity. He hopped to his feet and strapped his belt and sword around his waist before finding Molgheon. She stood with Leinjar and two elves, and they spoke almost in unison, talking over each other so much that Roskin could barely make out any words. Finally, he interrupted them with a loud whistle and asked what had happened. 
 
    “An elf is missing,” Molgheon said. 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Roskin scoffed. “We had watches every ten yards.” 
 
    “She was taken from the rear on the final watch, poor thing. There’s a little blood on the ground but no signs of a struggle.” 
 
    “It’s not orcs,” Leinjar said. “They would’ve attacked the whole camp.” 
 
    “No one saw anything?” Roskin asked, scanning the trees for a clue. 
 
    “Nothing,” one of the elves said. “It’s like the night swallowed her.” 
 
    “It had to be a panther or some other big cat,” Leinjar said. “Bears are too big and lumbering.” 
 
    “The elves want to find her, but I say we should keep moving,” Molgheon said. 
 
    “We need to bury her properly,” the other elf snapped. 
 
    “Even as slaves, we managed to show respect to those who died,” the first one added. “There have to be remains on that hill, and we must follow our traditions.” 
 
    “Molgheon, they’re right,” Roskin said. Even though these were Koorleine elves, he felt the elfish bond with them and understood their need. 
 
    “I’ll wait here for two hours,” she said. “Then, I’m off. I won’t stick around here for someone else to get killed.” 
 
    They agreed to that arrangement and called to the main group for volunteers to help search the area. Within a couple of minutes, two hundred elves were plodding through the woods searching for remains. Half went up the hill, and half went down, and they stayed within an arm’s reach so no one would get lost. They moved steadily and managed to cover over a mile in both directions, but as the two hour mark neared, nothing had been found save a few more drops of blood. Finally, they gave up and returned to the trail, where Molgheon and the others were waiting. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like this,” Leinjar said. “It must be a big cat, nearly as big as a sand lion, because there’s nothing left.” 
 
    “We need to get moving,” Molgheon said. “Let’s put some distance between us and whatever it is.” 
 
    “You’re right,” one of the elves from before said. “We’ll have to bury her possessions in place of her body, but we can do that in the forest among our kin.” 
 
    As the elf finished speaking, Molgheon motioned for everyone to start walking. She resumed the lead and, despite the terrible footing, quickened the pace from the day before. Everyone else felt the same anxiousness and was eager to match her speed, so they walked all morning, most of them on empty stomachs, and didn’t stop for lunch until a couple of hours after noon. 
 
    Throughout the day, Roskin sensed something following them, and he searched the dark fear for a vision of what it might be. However, he couldn’t get an image, only the sensation, and was frustrated by his lack of control over the intuition. Kwarck had told him that if he concentrated on it enough, he could learn to be in charge of it, but the more he tried to focus, the foggier the images became. First, there was the mistaken vision of Red in trouble, and now, he couldn’t picture what was obviously stalking them. Either Kwarck was wrong or he wasn’t yet mature enough for it, but either way, he was irritated by the failures. 
 
    After lunch, they resumed the rugged pace, and the closer they got to the mountains, the more difficult the trail became. Still, Molgheon drove forward with little regard for how often someone stumbled on the broken terrain or slipped on the loose gravel. She was obviously shaken by what had happened to the elf, and knowing that Molgheon was even slightly afraid made Roskin uneasy. To make matters worse, as twilight approached, she didn’t stop at a suitable place for camp, instead choosing to get just a little more distance between them and the predator. 
 
    When they finally did stop, darkness and the strange silence had already consumed the foothills, so they gathered wood close to the trail and lit their fires hastily. As supper cooked, Molgheon moved through the camp and organized that night’s watch. Instead of one person every ten yards, they would have two so that no one would have to face the dark alone, and she was convinced that with so many people awake no cat or bear, regardless of size, would dare approach. Roskin wanted to tell her that he didn’t think it was either of those creatures, but since he couldn’t get an image of it, he kept his thoughts to himself. 
 
    After eating a meager supper, he slept for a few hours and then woke for his watch. He was joined by an elf who didn’t speak the common language, so they sat in silence as the full moon crawled across the sky. While nothing happened during his shift, the fear stayed with him, and even as he laid back down for sleep, he was certain that they would be attacked again. Still, he was exhausted from the months of bondage, the forced marches, and the terrible nightmares of his home, and despite the dark fear, he was asleep in moments. 
 
    A couple of hours later, he was awakened by a great commotion and clamored to his feet and grabbed his sword. Not bothering to strap it on, he raced towards the upheaval, which again was at the rear of the camp. There on the ground, one elf lay dead, his neck broken, and dozens of others were organizing to chase the predator up the hill where someone had seen it flee with the body of the second sentry. In the middle of this throng, Molgheon was shouting for them to hold their ground and not enter the dark woods. 
 
    “Don’t be fools,” she yelled. 
 
    “Catch this beast,” an elf responded. Her statement was echoed by dozens of terrified and enraged elves. 
 
    “You can’t catch it in the dark.” 
 
    “Avenge these deaths,” a different elf called. Again, dozens affirmed the statement. 
 
    “We’re on its terrain at its hunting time. What chance do you stand?” 
 
    “We are many...” 
 
    “Molgheon’s right,” Roskin interrupted. “If you chase this thing in the dark, more will die tonight. Hold your ground.” 
 
    “The dwarves are right,” another elf said. “We have to keep our wits.” 
 
    Slowly, the crowd settled down and listened to Molgheon as she repeated the need to stay together near their campfires. Whatever had attacked them was cunning, possibly even sentient, for it had on each night waited until the last watch and had attacked them at their weakest point. More importantly, it had done so without being noticed until after the fact. If they went after it at night, there was no telling how many might fall. What they needed to do, Molgheon explained, was to set a trap for it. 
 
    Roskin agreed with her. This predator was smarter than any wild animal he had ever encountered, and unless they remained calm and used their heads, the creature would continue to outwit them. When she finished soothing the elves, he added that they needed to get organized and rest throughout that day, for the coming night would be long and arduous as they waited for the next attack. They would remain at this location until the beast was caught, which might take a few days, and the more organized and comfortable they were, the easier the task would be. Once the elves were occupied with breakfast, he and Molgheon returned to the front where Leinjar and the other dwarves waited restlessly. 
 
    “Tonight,” Molgheon said. “Two of you should go to the back and two should stay up here. You see better at night than any of us and have a better chance of spotting this thing.” 
 
    “Me and the tall one will stay up here,” Leinjar said. 
 
    “Fine by me, but you’d better rest up,” Molgheon returned. “We need fresh meat, so I’m going hunting down the hill. I’ll take a few elves with me for protection. Don’t go into the woods alone for any reason. None of you.” 
 
    “Understood,” Roskin said, sure that the comment was meant mostly for him. 
 
    “Sharpen your weapons,” she added. “Tonight, you may need a good edge.” 
 
    With that, she grabbed her bow and arrows and left them. Roskin watched her move among the elves, picking a handful to protect her in the woods. Seeing her this scared wasn’t very reassuring, and for the first time since they had left the Marshwoggs, he wished that Crushaw was with them. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    For the third night in a row, as nighttime came upon the foothills, the sounds of the living forest gave way to an unnatural silence. Roskin had eaten and rested well all day, and now, with the threat once again near them, he was prepared for battle. Even though he and Leinjar were on the opposite side of where the attacks had come, he had made up his mind that once the beast was spotted, he would chase it for as long as needed. His friends had risked everything to free him, and now, whatever stalked them had put Molgheon in immediate danger and would threaten the others whenever they came across these mountains. It was his turn to protect them, so his sword was strapped to his waist, and the throwing axes were on his back, all three sharpened to deadly edges. Other than the weapons, he carried no tools or supplies and wore only one layer of clothes and the new boots, which would make him light and fast and allow him to run all night. 
 
    As their campfire burned down to embers, he and Leinjar sat silently and scanned the forest towards the rear. Twice Roskin thought he saw leaves rustle, but both times, nothing emerged from the woods. Then, an image came to him, a vision of a beast he had never before seen, and it was heading for Leinjar and him, not the other end. Roskin motioned to Leinjar and then stood slowly, drawing the throwing axes as he did. Without questioning, Leinjar got to his feet and readied his pike. 
 
    Stealthily, a figure emerged from the forest and moved towards them. Its head was like a dog’s, but it crept on all fours with the grace of a mountain lion. Its fur was black and shiny, and as it moved, its massive paws padded on the ground with almost no noise. Its shoulders and haunches rippled with thick muscles, and for a moment, both Roskin and Leinjar froze. 
 
    Then, the beast seemed to sense that they could see it, for it stopped and sniffed the air. It rose on its back legs, standing over seven feet tall, and while it did have a head and paws similar to a dog’s, its torso and legs looked more human when it stood. It sniffed the air again and moved another step forward. As it did, Roskin flung one of the axes and struck it in the left shoulder. As the blade pierced flesh and lodged in bone, the creature staggered backwards, howling in pain, and swiped at the axe with its right paw. The high-pitched shriek cut through the heavy silence of the camp, and within seconds, the elves and other dwarves were moving towards it. 
 
    Unable to dislodge the axe, the beast turned and lurched back into the forest, still on two legs. Without thinking, Roskin rushed into the woods and chased after it. Even wounded, the figure moved swiftly, climbing the hill in long strides, and Roskin had to run hard just to maintain the pace. Behind them, he could hear Leinjar trying to keep up and even further back the elves rushing, but as he and the beast raced over the crest of the hill, the sounds began to fade. 
 
    “Roskin, come back!” Leinjar yelled, some fifty yards behind. “Roskin!” 
 
    But the Kiredurk had set his will on catching this monster, and only death would keep him from it. Tredjards and Ghaldeons are typically not good runners, their legs being proportionally shorter than the rest of their bodies, but Kiredurks have long legs and are among the fleetest of bipeds. Roskin, whose mother was a wild Loorish elf, was especially fast, and even though the creature set an intense pace, he was able to keep up. 
 
    Deeper and deeper into the forest they ran, climbing and descending hills, crossing streams, and crashing through the underbrush that thickened as they went. Roskin’s face and arms were scratched and bleeding, but with his focus seared on the chase, he barely noticed. Patches of moonlight shone through the trees, occasionally illuminating the beast, which was beginning to labor with the wounded shoulder. Roskin sensed that it was tiring and was glad, for he was soaked with sweat, and his legs burned. 
 
    Even as they fatigued, they kept running, the beast from fear and Roskin from the need to protect his friends. As they climbed a steep slope, the creature suddenly darted into a cave, a place it must’ve known well and believed safe refuge from the half-dwarf, but Roskin barely broke stride as he followed it inside. The narrow passage descended sharply for several yards and then opened into a large room with a soft, muddy floor. The air was damp and stale, and all around them rats scurried to hide from the sudden intruders. Finally, the beast stopped near the far wall and turned to face its foe. 
 
    For a moment, they made eye contact, and Roskin saw hatred in the other’s eyes. In that instant, he knew that one of them would die in this cave, and if it were him, no one would ever find his body. The eleventh heir to the Eighth Kingdom would be lost forever, and the Ninth Kingdom would begin. Strangely, this thought gave him comfort, for he was not ready to lose the throne before he had taken it. He steadied himself, wielding the other throwing axe but ready to draw his sword, and waited for the beast to make the first move. 
 
    It raised itself to full height and bared its dagger-like teeth. Then, it charged straight for Roskin, and he had to step quickly to avoid the rush. Gathering itself from the miss, the beast charged again, this time swiping at him with its good arm. Its claws barely caught his left arm and left three scratches across his bicep. Roskin backpedaled to get a little distance between them, but the creature turned and was on him before he could brace himself. 
 
    He slipped and fell on his back, his head smacking the muddy ground, and for an instant, everything went black. Instinctively, he swung the axe to guard himself, and the blade struck something solid and held fast. Then, the handle ripped from his hand. As his vision came back into focus, he saw the beast stagger backwards, the axe lodged in its left arm just above the elbow. Again, it howled in pain, and inside the cave, the noise hurt Roskin’s ears. He scrambled to his feet, drew his sword, and charged the stunned beast. 
 
    It swung at him again with its good arm, and Roskin, who had boxed for as long as he could remember, never saw the blow. The massive paw struck his cheek like a right hook, and his head snapped backwards from the impact. Again, he fell to the soggy ground, this time on his right side. He rolled with the impact and clamored to his feet, slipping in the mud. 
 
    The beast was on him in an instant, tackling him back to the ground and snapping at him with its teeth. Roskin raised his sword and blocked the bite with the length of his blade. The beast bit down on the metal and tried to rip it from the dwarf’s right hand, but Roskin held the pommel tightly and kept the beast’s teeth just out of reach of his neck and face. He was pinned to the ground by the creature’s weight and could feel its hot breath on him. With his left hand, he punched it in the ribs again and again and again, until bones snapped from the pounding. Yelping, the beast let go of the sword and rolled away from the dwarf. 
 
    As soon as he could move, Roskin got his feet and gathered himself. The creature was also to its feet, and again they made eye contact. This time Roskin saw fear in place of hate, and for an instant he considered showing mercy, but just as quickly he realized that if the tables were turned, it would not hesitate to take his life. If he let it go, in a few days it would recover enough from its wounds to resume hunting, and then Crushaw and his group would come along the old road and perhaps fall prey to it. Roskin couldn’t risk that, so he readied his sword in middle guard and waited for it to make the first move. 
 
    Both held their ground for several heartbeats, time that dragged on for longer than Roskin thought possible. His breath came in rapid gulps, and his limbs burned with fatigue. The beast’s breathing was ragged and hoarse, a feral and fierce sound that filled the cavern. Flexing his fingers, Roskin adjusted his grip and braced for the charge he knew was about to happen. 
 
    Nothing is quite so dangerous as a wounded animal. Pain and fear of death muster strength and adrenaline the healthy rarely know. Roskin had once seen a wounded bear rip through a dozen well-armed, seasoned Kiredurks as if they were frail children, so he knew that even though this animal was hurt, it was far from beaten. It charged, teeth flashing and good arm poised to strike; its speed and ferocity were more than he had ever experienced. Even prepared, he barely sidestepped and ducked the blow. Damp fur brushed him as the beast thundered by. Missing its mark, it stumbled trying to stop and then slipped in the mud. As it staggered to regain its balance, Roskin pounced and drove his blade into its back. 
 
    The animal howled again, this time a lower pitch and much more guttural, and as it slunk to its knees, Roskin withdrew the sword and swung a wide horizontal slash. The blade found its mark just below the beast’s right ear and tore through flesh and bone, severing the spinal cord. The howl went silent, and the broken body collapsed in a pile. Without ceremony, Roskin dislodged his axes and wiped them clean on the creature’s fur before returning them to their loops. Then, he cleaned his sword and sheathed it. He had protected his friends from this thing, and that was enough for him. As he made his way to the cave’s entrance, rats scuttled from their hiding places to find the fresh meal that had just been left. 
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    Chapter 10 
 
    A Surprise by a Stream 
 
      
 
    Three weeks had passed since Roskin and the others had left, and Vishghu was just beginning to regain her strength. The wounds themselves had not been so bad, but from the lack of proper treatment and the grueling travel across the Pass of Hard Hope, infection had taken hold. She had been lucky not to lose any limbs, for had another day or two passed, the infection would have become too much for even the most skilled healer. As it were, she had come through without any long-term concerns, and everyone was impressed with her resiliency. 
 
    Crushaw had stayed by her side through the worst of it, only leaving to see off Roskin and Molgheon and to walk during the day. With the care of a father, he had attended to her, fetching water and food, changing bandages, and applying ointments. Few would have believed that he had once been feared by her kind as a bloodthirsty murderer. Even Vishghu, who once hated him, now had trouble believing that he and Evil Blade were the same person. 
 
    As she recuperated, Vishghu got to know the Marshwoggs and their culture. They and ogres rarely encounter each other, for because of extremely low body fat, Marshwoggs need temperatures above freezing to survive. On the other hand, from thick layers of fat, ogres don’t often travel too far from the arctic north, so for her the experience among them was completely foreign. 
 
    Like Roskin, she was struck by the richness and variety of their economy. Every Marshwogg she met was a partial owner of the business where they worked, and from this motivation, they were the best workers she had ever seen. Ogres rarely acknowledge that another race is better than them at anything, for the elements they live in are the harshest in the world. From the ruggedness, ingenuity, and diligence it takes to survive on the ice plains, ogres have developed a sense of superiority. No other race could endure their climate, so no other race could be as strong as they are, but Vishghu had to admit that the Marshwoggs were better and more efficient in their businesses. 
 
    As her strength returned, so grew her readiness to return to Kwarck’s. While she liked the Marshwoggs, this was not her land, and as spring stretched towards summer, the warm temperatures were becoming uncomfortable. Between the heat and humidity of the swampy peninsula, she often felt as if she were smothering, and even though the temperatures on the plains could get just as hot during the summer, the drier heat was more bearable. To her, the Marshwoggs could keep the stifling mugginess. 
 
    Crushaw also seemed ready to travel. The enormity of the past year had taken its toll, and he was ready to return to Kwarck’s and live out his exile. From the years of sleeping on the ground, marching through every kind of weather, and punishing his body in battle, his joints had become stiff and sore. Old injuries flared up and ached from time to time as if they had just happened, and his memory had begun to erode. In short, at seventy-six years old, his age had finally started catching up to him, and he was ready to rest. 
 
    He had told Vishghu all of this as they sat through the long days of her recuperation, and while the picture he painted was of a frail old man, Vishghu knew that for the most part his health was still good, especially for someone who had endured as much as he had. She had seen him on the battlefield and had fought against him once herself, and while he might have lost some strength and quickness, he was still as skilled with a sword as anyone. 
 
    On this day, three weeks after Roskin and Molgheon had left, she, Crushaw, and a handful of Ghaldeons were preparing for their own journey. The freed Tredjards had collectively decided to settle in the mountains that belonged to the Marshwoggs and establish new mines, and the elves too badly injured or too old for the flight to the forest had decided to live out their days on this peninsula. That left only the small party to follow after Molgheon and Roskin, and secretly, Vishghu was glad to have so few with them. That way, they had a much better chance of reaching Kwarck’s without attracting attention. 
 
    She and Crushaw sat with the five Ghaldeons inside the same tavern where Roskin had eaten on that first day, and as they finished their meal of fresh venison and spring greens, Crushaw described the route they would take from the mountains to Kwarck’s. Roskin and the others would have to follow Lake Vassa in order to reach the Koorleine Forest and then turn north, but since Crushaw and Vishghu wouldn’t need to visit the forest, they could cut diagonally across the Great Empire. If they avoided settlements and traveled swiftly, they might even reach the hermit’s before Roskin and Molgheon. 
 
    Since Ghaldeons and ogres were enemies of the Great Empire, they would mostly travel at night, and Crushaw would wear his fake insignia in case they were discovered. He would claim Vishghu and the dwarves were his slaves, and with a little luck, no one would question the story. When he finished describing the plan, he asked Vishghu when she thought she would be ready to travel. 
 
    “I feel good,” she said. “Maybe a day or two, just to be careful.” 
 
    “Check with the healers. If they approve, we’ll plan on leaving in two days.” 
 
    “It’s been many years since I saw home,” one of the Ghaldeons said. “It’s almost too good to be true.” 
 
    “We’re not there, yet,” Crushaw said. “A lot can go wrong between here and there.” 
 
    “True, but we trust you’ll lead us home.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    “I trust that, too,” Vishghu added. “You’ve gotten us this far.” 
 
    “Go see the healers,” Crushaw said, rising from his seat and strapping on his sword. “I’m gonna stretch my legs.” 
 
    With that he left the tavern and disappeared down the street. Vishghu finished the last few bites of her meal and then also excused herself from the Ghaldeons. She left the tavern and headed for the main healer who had tended to her, a tender Marshwogg whose hands – even webbed - were as adroit as any elf’s. She had taken excellent care of the ogre, and Vishghu trusted that she would give sound advice on when to travel. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Suvene didn’t like the way the Marshwoggs lived. Their culture had little social structure and no division between masters and workers. In orc culture - the only civilized way to exist - the lines were clear and defined. Masters managed affairs and arranged deals; soldiers protected the lands; overseers kept the slaves in line; and lowly orcs performed labor that slaves couldn’t be trusted with. That made sense. What he knew about the Marshwoggs struck him as anarchy. 
 
    Nonetheless, the phantom had led the slaves into these lands, so he had followed. Now, he had tracked them to this small town between the mountains and the swamps, and he had been watching the phantom’s routine for several days. After lunch each day, it walked through town and into the surrounding forest, stopping beside a small stream to nap for half an hour. Then, it would return to town and sit with the ogre until supper. 
 
    Since the only time the phantom was alone was during the nap, Suvene had hidden in the trees near the stream and would wait for it to fall asleep. Then, he would catch it unaware and have his revenge. He was well hidden in the middle branches of an ancient chestnut oak, his gray skin blending well with the thick bark. To keep himself quiet and light, he only had a sharp knife and his sword with him; the rest of his equipment and the horse were hidden downstream nearly a mile. All things considered, even the keenest of elves would have had trouble detecting the trap. 
 
    The aroma of the tree’s catkins - a thick, sweet smell that drenched the air this time of spring - was almost too powerful, but he stayed still against the bark and watched for the phantom. Despite his boredom and the distractions of birds fluttering and furry rodents scampering from tree to tree, he focused on the clearing where his enemy would emerge, and his attention did not waver, not even for a few moments. Finally, the phantom appeared on the trail and walked to its usual spot beside the stream. The ground was thick with plush clover, and the phantom’s footsteps left deep impressions in the fertile land. Then, it unstrapped its sword, laying the weapon on a smooth rock, and stretched itself out on the soft ground. 
 
    Suvene waited until he was certain it was asleep before moving. Slowly, he climbed down from the branches and slunk over to where the phantom lay. For several moments, he stood above the monster and savored this moment of victory. The phantom’s face was flecked with scars of all sizes and patterns, and asleep it looked much more frail and less fearsome than when he had first fought it. For a moment, he forgot just how fiercely it had battled him at the Slithsythe. 
 
    Standing over his enemy, Suvene remembered how as a child he had watched the Masters lavish their children with awards and accolades while he and the other commoners stood in the background. Knowing that he was as talented as any of them, he had promised himself that one day he would earn their praise and rise above his humble station, so he had trained until the blisters on his hands bled. With time, the tender blisters calloused over, and as he grew, his hands hardened like a good piece of hickory. Even though he had never officially won a tournament, every orc he had ever fought agreed that he was the most skilled swordsman in the civilized world. Now, he would kill this outlaw and claim his place among the great orc heroes. His dedication and training were about to pay off. 
 
    As he thought this, he straddled the phantom’s torso and positioned himself above it. Then, he drew his knife and pounced on its chest, pinning its arms to its side with his knees and grabbing its hair with his free hand. It opened it eyes in shock but didn’t scream as he had hoped. Suvene spat in its face and pressed the blade against its throat. It stared back at him, its eyes cold and unyielding, its face a mask without a hint of fear. 
 
    “It seems I won this time,” Suvene hissed, gripping the knife’s handle more tightly. 
 
    “Seems so,” the phantom returned, its voice as cold as its eyes. 
 
    “Now, you pay.” 
 
    “Ask yourself one question first,” it said. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Can you live not knowing?” 
 
    “What?” Suvene asked. 
 
    “If you could’ve really beaten me.” 
 
    “I did beat you.” 
 
    “That so?” 
 
    Suvene looked at the sword on the rock and then back at the monster’s face. It stared at him as if they were discussing the weather. 
 
    “All right,” Suvene said, removing the knife from against its throat. “I’ll prove it again.” 
 
    He leapt to his feet and jumped away, putting a few feet between them. The phantom rolled onto all fours and then slowly rose, groaning as it did. Suvene drew his sword and readied himself in high guard, but the phantom stood in place and stretched its arms above its head and yawned. 
 
    “Get your sword, or I’ll run you through.” 
 
    “I’m old. Give me a moment.” 
 
    “Hurry.” 
 
    “You have another appointment?” 
 
    “Just get your sword.” 
 
    The phantom strolled to the rock and took the worn pommel in its hand. Then, it turned to Suvene, holding the blade in middle guard, and spoke in a voice that chilled the young orc: 
 
    “It’s been a few weeks since I tasted orc blood, but today, I’ll drink my fill.” 
 
    Suvene stepped forward one step, and the phantom moved slightly to its right, keeping distance between them. They circled twice, each watching for the other to make the first move, and finally, the phantom stepped forward. When it did, Suvene brought down his sword with a powerful stroke, but the phantom blocked the blow and turned the block into a rake at Suvene’s left forearm. He had to move quickly to avoid the ploy, stepping back and raising his sword back to high guard. The phantom also stepped away and returned to middle guard. 
 
    Again they circled each other a couple of rounds, but this time, Suvene moved first, rushing in with a horizontal slash. The phantom sidestepped the attack and countered with a thrust, but Suvene, anticipating the move, parried it and swung again. They fought in this manner for several minutes, feeling for a weakness and setting up a counter. 
 
    The first time they had fought, the phantom was already fatigued, but this time, its blows came faster and with more impact. Suvene was impressed, even more so than before, but was still certain that he could find his opening. Then, he would strike it down and not leave any doubt as to who was better. 
 
    In the distance, a bell sounded, the resonance low and steady. The guard in the watchtower must’ve heard the fight and summoned the town’s militia, so Suvene didn’t have much time left to win. He drove forward with a series of quick thrusts, but the phantom easily parried each one. As they continued to fight, the sounds of soldiers approaching grew louder. 
 
    “That’s my cue,” the phantom said, grinning. 
 
    Then, it swung at his sword with quickness Suvene had never seen before. When the blades collided, the impact jolted his hands so much that he released his grip and dropped his sword. As if in a nightmare, he watched as his weapon fell harmlessly onto the clover and the phantom aimed its blade at his chest. Although it wasn’t possible, he had lost, his skills falling short when victory had been within reach. Like a gambler realizing the coins are all gone, he closed his eyes and waited for the sting. 
 
    “You’re good,” the phantom said, breathing heavily. “But your grip is weak.” 
 
    “Just end it,” Suvene returned through pursed lips, but when nothing happened, he opened his eyes and saw a platoon of Marshwoggs emerge from the trees. 
 
    “You’re subdued,” the phantom returned. “By their laws, if I kill you now, I’m the criminal, so they can have you.” 
 
    “If you don’t kill me, I’ll keep hunting you.” 
 
    “If we meet again, you’ll die. Go home and grow old.” 
 
    Then, it spoke with the Marshwoggs in the barbaric tongue, and the crude sounds were poison to his ears. He wasn’t scared to die and considered going for his sword, but if he fell here, the phantom would escape again, this time for good. He couldn’t let that happen, so he stood still and waited for the Marshwoggs to bind his hands and lead him to town. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After the orc had been led away, Crushaw sat on the worn rock to catch his breath. He had almost just died, and for someone who had never feared death, the sensation he now felt disturbed him. Had the orc not been so vain, it would’ve slit his throat and been done with it, for Crushaw had not even suspected the ambush. That fact let him know for sure that his days as a warrior were at an end. In his youth, he would’ve at least smelled an orc nearby and been ready for it. Now, his senses had dulled to the point that he no longer trusted them. 
 
    When he and the others made it to Kwarck’s, he would gladly toss away his sword and farm for the rest of his days. Vishghu, who was just coming into adulthood, thought he was silly for thinking such things because he could still swing a sword, but what could she possibly know about being old? When she woke in the mornings, her knees and shoulders didn’t ache. She wasn’t haunted by the memories of evil deeds and a lifetime of disregarding others’ lives. She could probably remember what she had eaten for breakfast that morning as easily as a favorite toy from childhood. Sitting on the rock, he didn’t know which was worse, growing old or being aware of it. 
 
    Finally, he stood and sheathed his sword. There was no sense mulling over things he couldn’t change, so he strode back towards town. They would be leaving in a couple of days, and there were a lot of chores left to be done. His horse needed to be shod, and Vishghu’s buffalo needed to be groomed. Provisions had not been gathered and packed, and he had not said goodbye to any of the town’s gracious hosts. There was hardly time to feel sorry for himself with so much still to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    On the Edge of the Forest 
 
      
 
    After Roskin killed the dog-beast, the dwarves and elves continued to the mountains without further incident. In late spring, the weather in the highlands was mild, and other than an occasional shower, they had excellent conditions for travel. It took three days to reach the first major incline, and as they trudged over ridge after ridge, their good luck held out. After a week of difficult marching, they reached the foothills on the western side of the range and, within a few days, were on the central plains. 
 
    Now out of the highlands, they were well within the borders of the Great Empire, but the closest city was a hundred miles south at the tip of Lake Vassa. There were countless towns along the shore of the massive lake, but with the elves leading them, the throng could navigate the rolling grasslands without getting too close to any settlement. 
 
    On the plains, the dwarves had trouble keeping pace with the elves, and many times over the first few days, the mass had to stop to let them catch up. Growing weary of the delays, a hundred elves chose to leave the group behind and not let the dwarves delay their homecoming any longer. Molgheon was furious with the disrespect, and even though Leinjar reminded her that the two smaller groups had a better chance of traveling undetected than one large unit, she still held a grudge at what amounted to desertion. 
 
    For four weeks, they moved steadily along the plains, walking from before dawn until well after sunset and barely stopping, except to eat. The thick grasses cushioned their feet from the pounding of the sustained walks, and wild game provided plenty of food. Even though they were completely surrounded by enemies and tired from the long days, most in the slower group enjoyed the trip along the lake. Finally, they reached the far end and were not far from the Koorleine Forest. 
 
    Throughout the walk, they had stayed far enough from the lake to avoid the towns and villages that sprawled along its shore. However, on the western side, near the ancient forest that was the last stronghold of the elves, very few humans dared build permanent settlements, for they knew the forest was too thick and dangerous even for the Great Empire. With it for refuge, the elves could raid any settlement and then disappear back into the trees before soldiers could react. 
 
    Because of the lack of human presence, the party marched near the northwest shore, and for the first time in his life, Roskin saw a body of water bigger than a pond. The lake was so big that it had its own tide, and the waves broke on the gritty, brown slope with gentle, methodic slaps. The rhythm was hypnotic, and Roskin stared at the water, transfixed by the majesty. It stretched as far as he could see, meeting the horizon as if the two merged into one endless blue line. 
 
    Fish occasionally broke the surface - the ripples swallowed up by rolling waves - to snatch an insect or smaller fish. Gulls also disturbed the surface, diving for a fish and rising back into the air with a loud splash. Along the shore, tracks of several different kinds of animals punctuated the coarse sand. The smells of fish and gull and wet fur were strange and overpowering. 
 
    They marched on beyond the lake, and after a few miles the smells faded. Then, as the group neared the Koorleine Forest, the elves became more and more anxious. Few had ever seen it because most of them had been born as slaves, but all knew of it. The forest was the last place elves – Koorleine and Loorish alike - could call their own, and as such, they clung to its very name as something sacred. Nearly every elf would fight to the last breath to defend it, so as the group moved within a couple days’ march, conversations became more animated and spirits rose. 
 
    Roskin understood their feelings. His mother lived among the thick trees, and the elf in him longed to live there, too. The other dwarves, however, showed little interest in hearing tales of it. They were ready to be back in the western mountains, but their journey would take at least another month. It was hard for them to feel joy with so much distance left to cover. 
 
    The slower group made camp one day’s walk from the forest, and early the next morning before they had even eaten breakfast, they were approached by sentries from the forest. Like Roskin’s mother, these were wild elves originally from the Loorish Forest, and their bodies were much leaner and more muscled than the Koorleine elves. Their faces and eyes were also more severe, and even though they greeted the travelers without malice, they projected an aura of untamed menace that made the freed slaves uneasy. 
 
    The Loorish elves asked to speak with the leaders of this group, and Roskin, Molgheon, Leinjar, and the two elves who had led them across the plains were sent forward. Upon seeing the Tredjard and Ghaldeon, the wild elves became slightly agitated, and the tension between the two sides became palpable. 
 
    “These dwarves come no closer to our lands,” the leader of the wild elves said. 
 
    “They freed us from bondage,” one of the freed slaves returned. “We owe them gratitude.” 
 
    “No matter; dwarves can’t enter the forest.” 
 
    “What nonsense is this?” Molgheon asked. “We need supplies and rest before heading north.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Roskin said, placing his hand on her elbow. She jerked her arm away and stared at the wild elves. 
 
    “Tell us what you need, and we will bring you supplies.” 
 
    “We fought as brothers to win freedom from the orcs,” Leinjar said. “I was friends with elves as a slave. Why am I not welcome?” 
 
    “You’re not an elf.” 
 
    Roskin had never been torn between being an elf and a dwarf before, and the sensation was sickening. On one side, he understood the elves’ mistrust of outsiders, for they had been betrayed by the Great Empire, their closest allies before Theodore the Daring attacked them. Since then, millions of elves had been killed in battle or from disease and starvation. These few thousand in this forest were all who were left to keep their kind alive, and much as Tredjards had little use for outsiders, the elves had become insular, suspicious, and paranoid. 
 
    On the other side, the dwarf in Roskin was insulted that his friends, who had shed their blood to free slaves of all races, were being treated so rudely. Without Molgheon’s leadership and skill on the Slithsythe, none of them would have escaped, and without Leinjar’s bravery and cunning at the Battle for Hard Hope, they might not have won the fight. They deserved better than this insult. 
 
    “Am I welcome?” he asked, the dwarf half getting the upper hand. 
 
    “Of course, your mother has been expecting you.” 
 
    At the mention of her, his anger subsided for a moment. Ever since the post, he had dreamed of seeing her again, and now, she was close at hand and waiting for him. 
 
    “Tell my mother this,” he said at last, the dwarf half retaking control. “Unless my friends can join me, I’m not welcome here either. Tell her that just as she had to leave me to help her kind, I have to stay with my friends. Make sure you tell her that.” 
 
    The wild elf huffed at the statement and turned his attention to the two freed elves, speaking in elfish for a few moments before gathering his sentries and returning to the forest. The two freed elves spoke to each other before turning to the dwarves. 
 
    “You should camp here and wait for us to bring back supplies. They won’t budge on this.” 
 
    “We don’t need their supplies,” Molgheon huffed. “You people have strange ways of showing gratitude.” 
 
    “We had nothing to do with this. We know how much we owe you. Please, Molgheon, listen.” 
 
    She didn’t respond, instead returning to her campsite and packing her equipment. Leinjar followed her lead, barking at the other Tredjards to get ready to march. Roskin, however, stayed there for a few moments longer, staring after the wild elves and thinking about his mother’s touch when he had needed her most. Even though he had to stay with his friends, his heart wanted nothing more than to see her face again. Before the emotions overtook him, he composed himself and looked at the two freed elves, who appeared confused and humiliated by what had just transpired. 
 
    “We part here,” Roskin said, extending his hand. 
 
    “We didn’t know this would happen,” one said, shaking the Kiredurk’s hand. 
 
    “Let it go,” Roskin returned. 
 
    “I was on the Slithsythe, as well,” the other said, also shaking Roskin’s hand. “I’ll make sure they know what she did for us.” 
 
    With that, Roskin bade them farewell and hurried to his campsite to gather his things. The other dwarves were already walking north, and he didn’t want to fall too far behind. 
 
      
 
    Vishghu, Crushaw, and the Ghaldeons stood on the rolling grasslands to the southern side of Kwarck’s home. Something was amiss, and Crushaw wouldn’t go forward until he knew what it was. Vishghu couldn’t see or hear anything unusual, and the house and surrounding buildings looked the same as when they had left. The fields also looked as they had the previous year, so the ogre wasn’t sure what made Crushaw think something was wrong. 
 
    “Vishghu,” he said. “Ride ahead and see what’s there. We’ll wait here until you say it’s safe.” 
 
    “Why me?” 
 
    “I think I smell ogres.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “My nose isn’t what it used to be. It might just be the cows.” 
 
    “Funny.” 
 
    She mounted her buffalo and rode through the gate where she and Crushaw had fought nine months before. As she neared the house, she also smelled her kind and marveled that Crushaw had caught the scent from a half mile farther away. However, none of the ogres were visible, and she wondered where they were. Before she could spot them, Kwarck appeared from a barn with a wheelbarrow full of manure. As soon as he saw her, he set down the load and called out a cheerful greeting. 
 
    She rode closer and dismounted near him. After so many months, he appeared somehow smaller and frailer than before, but Vishghu couldn’t be sure if maybe she was just misremembering. Like Roskin, he was only half Loorish elf, but instead of dwarven, his other half was human. Before Theodore the Daring’s conquest, he would have been welcome among either side, but in these days, he was shunned by both. 
 
    “Welcome back,” he said, removing a dirty pair of gloves. “You must be hungry.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, continuing to scan for the ogres. 
 
    “Are the others behind you?” Kwarck asked, moving closer to her. 
 
    “That depends. Is it safe here?” she asked, barely more than a whisper. 
 
    “My home is welcome to any who come in peace.” 
 
    “What about those who don’t?” she asked, looking him in the eyes. 
 
    “They stay off my lands,” he returned, holding her gaze. “I’ll clean up while you fetch the others.” 
 
    With that, he went inside the house and left her alone between it and the freshly planted fields. Her instincts warned of danger, and even though she trusted Kwarck, she was certain that some ambush awaited them. If Crushaw came near the house, her kin would attack him without question or warning, so instead of riding back to where he waited, she tethered the buffalo to a post and walked north to the orchard. As she entered the thick swatches of trees, she heard rustling to her right and looked in that direction. 
 
    The open row was empty, but she knew they were hiding somewhere near. She continued straight ahead around another thick cluster and circled back several yards from the rustling. When she stepped into the next clearing, she was suddenly behind a dozen ogres, all kneeling at the bases of different trees and pulling weeds from around the roots and trunks. None of them had heard her, so she ducked back into the trees and retraced her steps to the house. 
 
    Her anger rising from the slap of betrayal, she burst through the door and stomped into the kitchen, where Kwarck was putting on water to boil. For a moment, she stood still, her fists clenched and her eyes riveted on the old hermit. He returned the gaze, surprised at her outburst. 
 
    “We trusted you,” she said in a low grumble. 
 
    He continued to stare with the same look of shock. 
 
    “Did they bribe you? Threaten you?” 
 
    “I don’t follow,” he said at last. 
 
    “I saw them in the orchard. Were they going to ambush us in the day or night?” 
 
    “You’re mistaken. You’ve got it all wrong.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” she said before turning and storming back out of the house. 
 
    Her hammer was strapped to the saddle on her buffalo, and while she wasn’t sure exactly what she was going to do, she wanted to be armed for whatever was about to happen. From behind, Kwarck gave chase, calling for her to listen. By the time she reached her mount, he was beside her, talking rapidly: 
 
    “These ogres aren’t here about Crushaw. They’re expatriates seeking refuge.” 
 
    “Why would ogres need shelter in the south?” 
 
    “They’re opposed to the war.” 
 
    “That’s absurd. Why would they not defend against the Great Empire?” 
 
    “Not that war.” 
 
    Vishghu stared at him blankly, confused and befuddled. Kwarck explained about the war between the ogres and the Kiredurks that had been growing in scale for several months. When he finished, the shock was so great she had to sit down and catch her breath. Kwarck put an arm around her neck and whispered that it would be okay, but she barely heard him. Roskin had fulfilled his punishment by bringing Crushaw here to the hermit’s home, and even though she didn’t particularly like the matriarch’s ruling, everyone had more or less abided by it. Crushaw had left the farm, but she had accompanied him, so in effect he was still serving the sentence. Any way she looked at it, she could see no reason for her people to be at war with the Kiredurks, but one thing was clear – she and Roskin needed to return home and fix this before any more blood was shed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Three days later, the group of dwarves reached Kwarck’s from the Koorleine Forest. Molgheon was still upset with the elves, but other than that, the trip had been an uneventful walk across the expansive prairie. When they reached the hermit’s farm, they were greeted by Vishghu, who gravely ushered them to the house. Inside, the mood was serious, and Roskin was afraid of whatever news awaited them. Before anyone spoke, however, Kwarck made sure each dwarf had food and water. When the hermit was satisfied that his guests were taken care of, Crushaw spoke: 
 
    “Your feelings were right, Roskin. Something awful has happened to your home, to the Kiredurks.” 
 
    “Just tell me what’s going on,” he responded. “This is wearing thin.” 
 
    Together, Crushaw, Kwarck, and Vishghu explained to them about the war. The other dwarves listened with mere curiosity, but as the story came into focus, Roskin began to feel ill, as if he had eaten something bad. Before they could finish all the details, he ran from the house to the fields, fell to his knees, and vomited. In a moment, Crushaw was beside him, offering a rag to clean his beard. 
 
    “What have I done?” Roskin asked, looking up at his friend. 
 
    “I’ve seen wars begin from less,” Crushaw said, sitting on the freshly turned dirt. “But whatever you think right now, I’ll guarantee there’s more to this than what you did.” 
 
    “I have to get home. I have to get Bordorn and get home.” 
 
    “I can’t go with you, young master. I’m too tired for another fight.” 
 
    “I understand,” Roskin said, seeing the age in his friend’s eyes. “But I have to get home.” 
 
    With that, he jumped to his feet and went back to the house. The other dwarves were eating their meal and discussing the news, but they fell silent when he entered the room. Without speaking, he gathered his pack and weapons from beneath the chair and then turned to Kwarck. The hermit had already prepared a small sack of dried meats and nuts, and before Roskin could say anything, he held out the sack. 
 
    “I wanted to spend some time with you,” Roskin said, stuffing the bag into his pack. “There’s so much I want to learn.” 
 
    “Perhaps, when this is over, you’ll come back.” 
 
    “I will,” he answered, starting for the door. 
 
    “Just a minute,” Leinjar said, standing from the table. The other Tredjards followed suit. “You’re not going anywhere without us. Are you coming, Molgheon?” 
 
    “This ain’t my fight,” she answered before taking a bite. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Roskin said to her. “You’ve already done more than anyone had a right to expect. My kingdom will always be grateful. I’ll always be grateful.” 
 
    “I’ll head north to the clans,” Vishghu interrupted. “Maybe, I can talk some sense into them.” 
 
    “I’ll do likewise,” Roskin returned, looking around. 
 
    “Let me finish this meal,” Molgheon said, not glancing up from her plate. “And I’ll come with you.” 
 
    “You don’t have to,” Roskin said, turning back to her. 
 
    “I know that,” she said, cutting a piece of meat. “I’m a dwarf of the Resistance. I don’t have to do anything except take my last breath.” 
 
    Kwarck excused himself from the room and went outside. Roskin and the Tredjards strapped on their packs and weapons while Molgheon finished her meal. They were at least two weeks from Bordorn and then another week or two from the western gate, and after the months of constant marching, the thought of this last push was almost too much. Roskin’s body wanted nothing more than to sit down and rest, to let the ache ease from his legs. He had hoped for a week or so of eating the fresh meats, nuts, and vegetables that Kwarck prepared each night, but that was not to be. 
 
    When Molgheon finished, they said farewell to Vishghu and went outside. Kwarck, Crushaw, and the Ghaldeons were in the yard, talking softly to each other by a weathered hay wagon, but as the dwarves came from the house, they ended the conversation and walked with them towards the west. No one said anything until they had crossed the last cow pasture and were on the edge of Kwarck’s land. Then, Crushaw spoke in a low voice that barely hid his emotions. 
 
    “I’ve never had better soldiers,” he said. “I wish I had the strength to go with you.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Roskin said, reaching out and shaking his friend’s hand. “I’ll be back to see you in no time.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Molgheon added. “This’ll end soon. Take care till we get back, Red.” 
 
    “Be wary, young master. I fear there’s more to this than what we’ve heard.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, General,” Leinjar said. “I’ll watch them.” 
 
    “Be safe,” Kwarck said. “War is a terrible thing. Mind that you don’t lose your self in it.” 
 
    “If it’s all right with you,” one of the Ghaldeons asked Roskin. “We’d like to come with you. The way we see it, you’re as much our king as anyone has ever been, and we’ll pledge our lives to protect yours.” 
 
    “You’re free dwarves with beards as thick as mine,” Roskin answered. “If you want to travel with me as such, I’ll be proud to walk beside you.” 
 
    Each Ghaldeon shook Roskin’s hand to show their allegiance, and when that was done, there were many handshakes and hugs goodbye between the dwarves and Crushaw and Kwarck. Then, the group turned west and marched away from the hermit’s home and towards the lands of the Kiredurk outcasts where Bordorn waited. The sun was high in the sky, and the day had grown rather warm. Spring was giving way to summer, and the thick grass of the prairie had already begun to show hints of yellow in the plush dark green. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    An Ominous Sign 
 
      
 
    Hardly more than a year had passed since Roskin had recuperated in the logging town among the Kiredurk outcasts, but as he walked the last couple of miles to Bokwhel’s house, it seemed a different lifetime. She had taken him in without knowing any more about him than that he was injured, and she cared for him with tenderness and concern. Most of his memories of those weeks were good, but when time came for him to leave, she had turned strange, acting as though he were not healthy enough to travel when in fact he was fully healed. It had been as if she needed him to be hurt. And then there was Jase, her adopted son who had accused Roskin of being selfish and ungrateful for leaving in such a rush when there were soldiers that wanted him dead just down the street. Those words had stung then and nagged at him now, making him wonder if he had indeed not returned enough kindness to Bokwhel and her husband. 
 
    Despite having left on uneasy terms, he had to visit them to gather as much information about the goings on in town as he could, and as he cleared the last rise, the house and yard came into view. The sight of it unsettled him. In the yard, grass had grown well over waist deep, and trash littered the walkway. On the porch, piles of garbage stood as tall as him, and a pungent mixture of rotten food and stale alcohol wafted from the mounds. Even among the slaves and the lowest of the lowly orcs, Roskin had never seen such filth, and for a moment, he thought he had come to the wrong house. While Bokwhel and Dagreesh had never been steadfast cleaners, they had also never let their home look like this. 
 
    Roskin kicked a path across the porch and, placing his right hand on the pommel of his sword, knocked on the door with his left. After a few moments, their only natural child, Jokhreno, opened the door, and, when she recognized him, smiled and asked him to come in. She had been one of the first healers to care for Roskin after he had been shot by two arrows, and if not for her skill, he might not have survived the ordeal. Seeing her, he relaxed his grip on the pommel. 
 
    “Welcome back, stranger,” she said, shuffling to the chair that Dagreesh usually sat in after work. 
 
    While the porch was shocking, the inside of the house was horrifying. Before, the living room had been a humorous mess, mostly knick-knacks and clutter the old dwarves wouldn’t part with. Now, piles of dirty dishes and empty bottles buried the clutter in a layer of grunge and decay. Soiled clothing lay in clumps around the floor, and every flat surface seemed to be coated by a thin layer of crumbs. Roskin’s breath caught in his throat, and he gagged from the stench. 
 
    “What’s happened here?” he asked, stretching the front of his shirt over his mouth and nose. 
 
    “Pappy died last winter,” she returned, her face a mask of sadness. “We’ve had a rough time.” 
 
    “Dagreesh died?” Roskin asked. “How? What happened?” 
 
    She explained that after Roskin and Crushaw had fled, the humans from the Great Empire had remained, claiming the small town as their own. Then, they proceeded to tax the dwarves heavily, taking as much as any of them had to give and still asking for more. Dagreesh, already old and tired, had to work even longer and harder to pay the new taxes, and as the cold and snow had moved in, his health had turned bad. It didn’t take long for illness to overwhelm his frail body. 
 
    “Where’s Shaman Bokey?” Roskin asked. 
 
    “In the bedroom. She hasn’t come out since the funeral.” 
 
    Not excusing himself, Roskin made his way through the house to her room, and there on the bed, lay an old dwarf he barely recognized. She had lost weight, and her skin hung from her frame in an unnatural looseness. Her face, contorted with grief and sorrow, was creased with deep wrinkles. Other than her shallow breathing, she looked as if she had already passed away. 
 
    “May I come in?” Roskin asked. 
 
    Without opening her eyes, she groaned what sounded like an affirmation, so he went inside the room and sat on the side of her bed. She held out her hand, and he took it. The coldness of her skin shocked him. 
 
    “Who’s there?” she asked, still not opening her eyes. 
 
    “It’s Roskin, Shaman Bokey. I’m passing through on my way home.” 
 
    At his name, she opened her eyes and looked at him. A flicker of anger crossed her face but was replaced by a weak smile. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice a dry whisper. “I was mean to you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, too,” Roskin returned. “But that’s over, now.” 
 
    “He’s gone.” She squeezed his hand more tightly. 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry.” 
 
    She closed her eyes again. 
 
    “He was a good dwarf,” Roskin said. “His beard was thick as any.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Where’s Jase?” 
 
    “He doesn’t stay here much any more.” 
 
    Roskin’s temper rose at her words. Jase had always been lazy, faking sickness to get out of work, but at the very least, he had always loved his “nanna.” The thought of him not caring for her now made Roskin’s heart race. 
 
    “I have to leave, Shaman Bokey. There’s a friend who needs me, and I have to get home, but I’ll make sure Jase comes here to help you.” 
 
    “It’s no use,” she said. 
 
    “I have to get home, but I’ll do what I can to help you.” 
 
    “My time has passed,” she said, opening her eyes again, her expression clear and lucent. “They took it all from us, and nothing will ever satisfy them.” 
 
    At that, she closed her eyes and fell silent. They sat together with only the sounds of birds for several moments. 
 
    “Thank you for taking care of me,” Roskin broke the silence, not knowing what else to say. 
 
    “Go find your friend,” she said, letting go of his hand. “Save him from them.” 
 
    With that, she rolled away from him, groaning as she mustered what little strength was left in her atrophied muscles. His heart broken, Roskin stood from the bed and went back to the living room, where Jokhreno still sat in her father’s chair. Well before noon, the bottle of wine beside her was already half empty. 
 
    “You’re a good healer,” Roskin said, looking her in the eyes. 
 
    “Was,” she said, her voice distant and sad. “They won’t let dwarves do that anymore.” 
 
    “You don’t need their permission.” 
 
    “What do you know about it?” she snapped. 
 
    “Not much, I guess.” 
 
    Storming out the door, he didn’t wait for a response. On the porch, he kicked his way back through the piles of garbage and strode towards the camp where Molgheon and the others waited. He hadn’t expected to find this family desolated, and the images, still so fresh in his mind, weighed on him heavily. In part, he was responsible for bringing ruin upon them, and there was no way to make it right. Staring straight ahead, he marched away from the house and refused to look back for one last glance. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sliding a ball of wax up and down her bow string, Molgheon listened to Roskin explain what he had learned about the Great Empire’s presence in the logging town. He was wanted by their army for killing a soldier in Murkdolm, so he wouldn’t be able to enter the town. The others didn’t know Bordorn and wouldn’t know where to look, so that left her as the one who would have to sneak passed the soldiers and retrieve the dwarf who had lost an arm and nearly his life to protect Roskin. She didn’t mind the task, however, for to her, any opportunity to get one over on the Great Empire was a chance she would take. 
 
    “Move to the western side of town,” she said. “We’ll be there by sunset.” 
 
    “Should one of us go with you?” Leinjar asked, rubbing his beard. 
 
    “No, two can be spotted quicker than one.” 
 
    “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Roskin said. “Be careful in there. Something’s not right.” 
 
    “Just get to the western side. Bordorn has been here long enough, poor thing.” 
 
    She returned the ball of wax to her pouch and rose from the ground. Then, without saying farewell, she slung the bow over her shoulder and started for town. For early summer, the day was cool and pleasant, and she enjoyed the walk. While not quite the mountains, the logging town was in the foothills, and everything felt more like home. The trees, underbrush, and grass were more familiar, and to her, the air even smelled better here. 
 
    As she neared the edge of town, two soldiers patrolled the perimeter. Before they spotted her, she moved behind a blue spruce and waited for them to pass. After a few heartbeats, she peered around the trunk and, seeing that all was clear, sprinted from the tree to the nearest building. She stood against the wooden wall and caught her breath, glancing around to make sure no one had seen her. Satisfied that she was safe, she moved around the building and darted to the next. 
 
    She continued this way from structure to structure until she reached the one that had been the infirmary where she had left Bordorn. Given the Great Empire’s tendency to eradicate dwarven culture, she couldn’t be sure that he would still be here, but to her, this was the best place to start. Using a storm drain, she scaled the wall to the second floor and peered inside a window. The room was empty, so she raised the pane and climbed inside. 
 
    The room had only a small bed and a cabinet with three drawers, but it was obviously still a room for the sick and wounded. Her spirits lifted from this realization, and she moved to the door that led to the hallway. She had lived in this building for several weeks, watching over Bordorn until the slave trader had come looking for Roskin, so she knew its layout very well. She pressed her ear against the door and listened for any noises. 
 
    Not hearing anyone, she slowly opened the door and leaned forward to glance down the hallway. It was empty, so she stepped out of the room and crept towards where Bordorn had been kept. When she got a few feet from the door, two sets of footsteps began up the stairs, and two human voices talked back and forth as they climbed. Quickly, she opened the nearest door and ducked inside. 
 
    On the bed, a Kiredurk lay completely still, save the slight rise and fall of his chest. He had lost his right leg, and the sheets were dark with blood, some of it fresh. His face was gray and sunken, and from her experiences with the injured, he was well beyond healing. As she closed the door, he opened his eyes and called to her in a low moan. Luckily for Molgheon, his voice was too weak to travel far, so she rushed across the room and motioned for him to keep quiet. 
 
    When she leaned over him, his eyes were wide with terror, like an animal caught in a hunter’s trap, and he began thrashing his head back and forth on the pillow. She had seen dying soldiers do similar things from their fear of death, so gently, she took his trembling hands in hers. Feeling her touch, he stopped thrashing and looked at her. His eyes narrowed to near normal size. 
 
    “Be brave,” she whispered. “Don’t let them see fear. You’re still a Kiredurk.” 
 
    “I’m cold,” he moaned. 
 
    In the hallway, the humans closed the door across the hall and were talking about the patient in that room. Letting go of his hands, Molgheon motioned again for the dwarf to stay quiet and then crawled beneath his bed. Her bow scraped on the floor as she did, and she cursed under her breath for not removing it first. Then, the door opened, and the two humans walked a couple of steps into the room. 
 
    “Is this one still alive?” one asked. 
 
    “Looks like it. I don’t know why they even brought it here. What a waste of good sheets.” 
 
    Molgheon gritted her teeth and clenched her fists to keep herself from going after them. 
 
    “Let’s head on to the tavern.” 
 
    “Sounds good. It should be dead by morning. The mess’ll keep till then.” 
 
    They turned and left the room, and as soon as the door caught in its latch, Molgheon crawled from beneath the bed and looked at the dying Kiredurk. The fear had returned to his eyes, so she sat on the edge of the bed and held his hands. Softly, she hummed an old lullaby to him, one that she had also hummed to her husband on his death bed. 
 
    She sat with the unfortunate dwarf for over an hour, forgetting about Roskin and Bordorn. Her life had been a torrent of death and dying, and like Crushaw, she wanted nothing more than to leave battle behind and spend at least a few years happy. Before Roskin had come to Murkdolm, she’d thought that’s what she’d found at the tavern, but she had just been lying to herself. Her life among the humans and defeated dwarves had been a sham, and every day had been one long struggle after another not to grab a weapon and take a few, dwarf and human alike, with her. 
 
    What she wanted was a small house high in the mountains, far from anyone. If she couldn’t grow it or kill it herself, she didn’t want to be bothered about it. She wanted to learn to make delicious meals like Kwarck and the Marshwoggs prepared. Most of her life had been without good food, so to her the notion of preparing nice meals every day was the height of decadence. Most of all, she wanted to rest. 
 
    After a time, she noticed that the dwarf had fallen asleep, a nap from which he would never wake, so she quietly and gently stood from the edge of the bed and went to the door. There were no noises in the hallway, and she stepped from the room and continued towards Bordorn. At the end of the hall, she entered the room where she had left him, and somewhat to her surprise, he lay on the bed across the way. 
 
    His cheeks were sunken, and his body was lean, but he was there and alive. Molgheon breathed a sigh of relief and started for him. As she crossed the floor, she caught sight that his good arm and both legs were tethered to the bed with thick leather straps. She froze in the middle of the room. Roskin had warned that something didn’t feel right, but in her haste, she had ignored him. Now, she too felt that this was strange. Motionless, she waited for several heartbeats and listened for someone approaching, but after not hearing anything, she continued to the bed where Bordorn lay sleeping. 
 
    She began undoing the strap on his good arm, and as she did, he groggily stirred and mumbled unintelligibly. After unbinding his arm and glancing around for any intruders, she moved to his feet and began working on those straps. With his good arm now free, Bordorn motioned for her to come closer, and as soon as she finished loosening the straps, she moved to the head of the bed and leaned near his mouth. 
 
    “Leave me here,” he mumbled. 
 
    “Get to your feet,” Molgheon returned, hoisting him to a sitting position. 
 
    “Leave me here,” he repeated. 
 
    “There’s not much time,” she added, wrapping his good arm around her neck. “We’ve got to get moving.” 
 
    “It’s a trap,” he mumbled. “Run while you can.” 
 
    Her heart in her throat, she looked towards the door, and suddenly, a handful of soldiers rushed into the room, their weapons drawn. She looked out the window to see if she and Bordorn could jump for it, but in the street, more than a dozen archers were already aiming at them. She was cornered and couldn’t even unsling her bow. Slowly, she laid Bordorn back on the bed and then stood still. 
 
    “Welcome back, barkeep,” a voice said from behind the soldiers. 
 
    A captain from Murkdolm entered the room, a human of average height and slender build, with sandy blond hair and a well-groomed beard. Molgheon recognized him as one that often had come to her tavern to extort taxes from the workers. He was not known as merciful to dwarves, and more than once she had had to grit her teeth while he had beaten someone unable to provide the money. 
 
    “Now, you and that renegade will pay for the soldiers you murdered,” the captain said. “They were good men, with families that loved them.” 
 
    “We only fought in self-defense...” 
 
    “Shut your mouth, dwarf,” he said, backhanding her on the jaw hard enough to snap her head to the side. “You don’t speak to me without permission.” 
 
    Then, he turned to the guards and ordered them to lead her to the town’s cage that usually only held rowdy drunks until they sobered up. There, they would wait for Roskin to come looking for her, and when he too was caught, they would both be punished accordingly. The guards took her bow, arrows, and dagger and bound her hands behind her back. At their touch, she shuddered but, unable to stop them, retreated to a quiet corner of her mind. Glancing at Bordorn, who had fallen back asleep, she moved towards the hallway and hoped that he would be okay. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As twilight faded into darkness, Roskin paced back and forth among a grove of spruce. The rest of the dwarves lounged on the soft ground, enjoying the cool night air, but he knew something was wrong. Molgheon and Bordorn should have already been there, and he was ready to go looking for them. 
 
    “Calm down,” one of the Ghaldeons said. “They’re barely late.” 
 
    “Something has happened. I know it.” 
 
    “Do you know it like you knew something was wrong in your kingdom?” Leinjar asked, rubbing his beard. 
 
    “It’s different. I just know Molgheon. She’s never late.” 
 
    “Well,” the Ghaldeon added. “I say we wait a while longer.” 
 
    “I have to know if they’re okay,” Roskin said. “All of you can wait here if you want, but I’m going into town.” 
 
    Without a word, the Tredjards stood from their resting places and gathered their packs and weapons. Seeing the Tredjards, the Ghaldeons did likewise, and in a few moments, the entire group was making its way through the sparse woods back toward town. When they reached the outskirts, Roskin motioned for them to hide behind a stack of freshly cut timber. The smell of sap was strong in the air, and the ground around the pile was soft with wood powder. 
 
    “Wait here while I scout for her,” he said. “I’ll be back shortly.” 
 
    With that, he darted from behind the wood and ran across the short opening into town. While the buildings were mostly still the same, the town itself was completely different. Before, on a night like this, there would have been musicians in the town square and at least a dozen townsfolk dancing. Now, very few dwarves were on the street, and all of them walked with their heads down and their eyes cast on the ground right before them. At various intervals, human soldiers patrolled the streets, sometimes mocking a dwarf, sometimes jabbing at one with the blunt end of a weapon, and sometimes snapping orders at another. The scene reminded Roskin of Murkdolm. 
 
    Staying in the shadows, he navigated around the soldiers until he reached the town square, where two dozen humans stood in a square formation, six facing each direction. Their mail glittered in the torchlight, and in the middle of the formation, the town’s drunk cage had been placed on a stone platform. Inside, Molgheon stood erect with her head high. Her bottom lip was busted and swollen, and the strain of having stood for too long in an uncomfortable position showed around her eyes, but she offered no sign of surrender. 
 
    Many years before when he had first seen the oldest remaining Kiredurk settlement, Roskin had felt a wave of pride that his kin had built such persevering splendor. Now, before her defiance, the same sensation washed over him. Still remaining in the shadows, he circled around the town square and found that, in addition to the twenty-four soldiers in the open, at least another two dozen were hidden in various locations to cut off the retreat of any would-be rescue. Once he had memorized their positions, he headed back to the woodpile. 
 
    Remaining calm but not wasting time, he gathered the freed slaves into a circle and drew the soldiers’ formation and ambush points in the dirt. As he did, Leinjar interrupted with questions about weapon types with each group. Roskin responded that the soldiers in the formation all bore halberds but the ambush units had both swords and bows. When Roskin finished the briefing, Leinjar leaned back against a thick log and rubbed his beard. 
 
    “The odds are no good,” he said. “There just aren’t enough of us to take on that many well-armed soldiers.” 
 
    “I agree,” one of the Ghaldeons said. The others murmured their affirmation. 
 
    “We can’t leave her or Bordorn with them,” Roskin responded. 
 
    “That’s true, too,” Leinjar said. “We just need more of us to fight them.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “A couple dozen would be good. Three even better.” 
 
    Roskin turned and stared at the town. The dwarves who lived here were either the descendants of or themselves outcasts from his kingdom, so their loyalty was suspect at best. Now, with the tyranny of the Great Empire already weighing on them, he wasn’t sure how many would have the courage to stand up to ones who punished even minor resistance with cruelty. Still, he had lived among them for several weeks and had gotten to know many of them quite well from his nightly trips with Jase to the main tavern. Asking them to rise up against these humans was worth the effort. 
 
    “Let’s try to recruit a few,” he said. “Follow me to the tavern. When we get there, stay hidden. I know them, and strangers will make them uneasy.” 
 
    They moved across the open space and into the dark shadows. Moving as a unit, they crept from building to building until they reached the alley beside the tavern. Without a word, Leinjar motioned for them to hunker down amongst piles of garbage, and once the others were hidden, Roskin slunk to the main street. A patrol marched by but didn’t notice him in the shadows, so when they were a good distance down the street, he stepped from the alley and moved to a window along the front of the tavern. 
 
    Through it, he saw several familiar faces, mostly loggers who worked all day and spent each night commiserating over a few tankards of ale. Their faces looked more haggard and forlorn than before as the strain of the Great Empire’s taxes had taken its toll. In the back corner at his usual table, Jase sat with a couple of Kiredurks Roskin had never met, a treacherous looking pair who seemed like they’d rather steal than work. For his part, Jase was dressed in new clothes that belied the condition of Shaman Bokey’s house. Roskin’s temper rose at the sight. 
 
    Placing his right hand on his sword’s pommel, he entered the bar. At first, most of the dwarves didn’t notice him and continued with their hushed conversations, but as he made his way to Jase’s table, more and more recognized him. By the time he reached the lazy dwarf’s table, a tense silence had fallen over the tavern and all eyes were on him. 
 
    “Look who’s back,” Jase said, a smug expression on his face. 
 
    “Your nanna needs you,” Roskin said. “Have you forgotten about her?” 
 
    “She’s just sad,” he returned. “We’re all sad for poor Dagreesh.” 
 
    “You should get home, boy,” Roskin said. “And for once earn your keep.” 
 
    “That’s mighty big talk for a renegade all by himself,” Jase said to one of his companions. “Mighty big, indeed.” 
 
    “I’ve got no fight with you two,” Roskin said. “This is between me and him.” 
 
    “Any renegade wants to mess with Jase has to go through me,” one of them said, standing from his chair. 
 
    With one sharp jab, Roskin broke the dwarf’s nose, and he slumped to the ground with blood pouring onto the wooden floor. The other thief jumped from his chair and raced for the back door, abandoning Jase and the one on the floor. Roskin stepped towards Jase, who sat frozen in his seat. A murmur of excitement went through the crowd. Reaching down, Roskin took hold of Jase’s silk shirt and hoisted him from the seat. 
 
    “Go home,” Roskin said, slapping Jase across the mouth. Several in the crowd laughed out loud. “She deserves better than that.” 
 
    “Leave me alone,” Jase whimpered. “You’re making a big mistake.” 
 
    Roskin grabbed Jase’s beard and dragged him towards the door. When they reached it, he tossed him outside and told him again to go home. Jase lay on the dirty street for a moment before crawling to his hands and knees. 
 
    “Things have changed around here,” he said, nearly in tears. “You messed up, renegade.” 
 
    Ignoring him, Roskin closed the door and turned back to the crowd, most of whom were laughing and slapping each other on the back. He walked to a table nearby and climbed on it. Then, after clearing his throat, he called for the crowd’s attention. Again, a tense silence fell over them. 
 
    “Dark days have come,” he began. “These humans will not leave your town on their own. Many of you remember me from last year, and many of you remember my friend, Molgheon. She’s a brave dwarf and a good friend, and right now, they have her in a cage in the town square. My companions and I are going to rescue her, but we need your help.” 
 
    “Why should we get involved?” a dwarf called from the back of the room. 
 
    “How many of your friends or family have suffered from their cruelty?” Roskin returned. 
 
    “Too many,” a second dwarf answered. 
 
    The crowd began murmuring to each other their own tales of hardship, but Roskin quieted them with a booming voice: 
 
    “We can drive them from this town tonight, if you help us.” 
 
    “They’ll come back with more,” the dwarf in the back spoke again. 
 
    “Maybe,” Roskin said, nodding. “But I offer you this, as well. I am Roskin of the Dark Beard, Eleventh Heir of the Eight Kingdom and first son of King Kraganere.” 
 
    A gasp of shock came from them, and anger filled some of their faces. 
 
    “If you stand with me tonight, you and your families will be welcomed back in our kingdom. For those who want to remain above ground, you will be paid well for your efforts.” 
 
    “I’ve no love for the humans,” one dwarf with a hunched back said to the crowd. “But my hate for that throne runs deep. I say let the humans have him.” 
 
    Several dwarves shouted their agreement, and a bolt of fear shot through Roskin as he realized that revealing his identity might not have been a good idea. 
 
    “Settle down,” a thick-bearded dwarf at the bar called out. His chest and arms were broad with muscles from the years of chopping wood. “This dark beard was our friend. Nothing has changed that for me.” 
 
    “He’s the son of the leech that expelled my family to this place,” the other dwarf replied. “That changes a lot in my mind.” 
 
    “Some of you are second and third generation above-grounders,” the stocky dwarf continued. “Me, I was personally expelled by Kraganere. I spent my time goofing off and causing mischief, nothing terrible, mind you, but I wasn’t productive. For most of my youth, I was in front of the local magistrate for not pulling my weight, and as I became an adult, I got lazier and lazier. I appeared before the king five times, and for the first four, I was warned to straighten up, but I refused to listen. On the fifth visit, the king sent me here to live among the outcasts. 
 
    “You might think I’d be bitter about that, and for a time, I was, but now that I’m older and have learned that life is hard, I see that the blame is with me and me alone. More to the point, I was given four chances to do better by a just and wise ruler. These maggots don’t give us even one fair chance, so if you’d rather stand with them, go home and don’t help him. For my part, I’ll stand with my own.” 
 
    “Here, here,” several called out. 
 
    “I’ll not support that throne,” the bent dwarf said, standing from his seat and moving towards the door. “Your beards are too thick for your own good if you do.” 
 
    A handful of outcasts followed him to the door. Those that remained gazed back and forth between Roskin and the thick-chested Kiredurk at the bar. Roskin, moved by the dwarf’s comments, stared at him with a hint of awe. After a few moments of silence, the stocky one spoke: 
 
    “We’d better get moving if we’re gonna help your friend.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Roskin returned. “Let me get my friends from outside.” 
 
    He hopped off the table and hurried outside to the alley. Leinjar and the others followed him back inside where Roskin introduced them as heroes of the Battle for Hard Hope. The outcasts cheered at this news, but Leinjar silenced them. 
 
    “There’s not time for this,” he said. “We need a plan, and we need it quick.” 
 
    “It might be too late for plans,” a dwarf near the window said, pointing outside. 
 
    On the street in front of the tavern, Jase stood with two dozen human soldiers armed with swords. The lazy dwarf spoke with the captain of the group, pointing inside and nodding. Roskin then realized that Jase’s new status and disregard for Bokwhel were because he had betrayed his own kind to profit from the humans, like the slave trader Torkdohn. As he stared at the traitor, his hatred burst into a white ball that burned in his heart. Under his breath, he vowed to end the dwarf’s worthless life. 
 
    “You dwarves head out back,” the stocky one barked, motioning to the rear of the building. “We’ll hold them off while you make for the town square. We’ll meet you there shortly.” 
 
    Leinjar grabbed Roskin’s shirt and pulled him towards the back while the outcasts scrambled to get their axes. In a matter of moments, Roskin and the freed slaves were filing out the door and back into the darkness of night. Gathering his wits and corralling his temper, Roskin moved to the point and signaled for them to follow him forward. Behind them, the crash of metal on metal erupted in the tavern as the soldiers charged inside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Out of the Shadows 
 
      
 
    With the sounds of battle behind them, Roskin and the others ran up the narrow street toward the town square. Nearing a group of archers, Roskin motioned for the Ghaldeons, whose night vision was not very refined, to wait behind a stack of crates. Then, with the dark as cover, he and the Tredjards crept close to the humans and struck them down before they even knew an enemy was near. When that group was eliminated, they moved around the perimeter of the square and cleared out the other archers hiding in the alleys. Once the threat of arrows was gone, they returned to the Ghaldeons and prepared to attack. 
 
    At the edge of the shadows, Roskin examined the square and saw that Molgheon was still guarded by two dozen guards, six facing each direction. In the middle, Jase stood beside the cage and fidgeted, scratching his beard and wiping his hands on his silk shirt. Roskin’s anger rose again at the sight of him, and he signaled for the group of dwarves to form a tight huddle. 
 
    “There’s still too many of them for a straight attack,” he whispered, dulling the t and s sounds. 
 
    Leinjar agreed. 
 
    “One of us should move to the opposite side and get Molgheon from the cage. The others should draw away the soldiers.” 
 
    “You should get her,” Leinjar returned. 
 
    “I’d rather fight.” 
 
    “You’re the fastest one. You have the best chance.” 
 
    “Okay,” Roskin whispered after a moment. “But don’t stay engaged long. Once I’ve got Molgheon, I’ll go back for Bordorn. We’ll meet in the woods.” 
 
    With that, Roskin and Leinjar shook hands. Then, Roskin looked each dwarf in the eyes, trying to thank them for their loyalty. The odds of all of them surviving this fight were fairly slim, and before anyone fell, he wanted them to know how deeply he loved them for their allegiance. They returned his gaze, and for a moment, Roskin knew what it would feel like to be king, for in each dwarf’s eyes, he saw the unfaltering will to die in his service. 
 
    Before his emotions could best him, he turned and raced for the opposite side of the square. There were still soldiers hidden between buildings, so he had to make a wide arc around, and as he ran, he refocused on what he would have to do. Once the others attacked, he would only have a few seconds to get to the cage, bust the lock, and kill Jase before the soldiers could react and overwhelm him. After standing in the cage for that long, Molgheon might not be able to run, so he might have to carry her at least part of the way, which would mean they would have to get back in the shadows as quickly as possible to have any chance of eluding the pursuers. All in all, there was little room for error. 
 
    As he approached the place he would start from, he drew one of his throwing axes to use on the cage. The weapon was one solid piece and a much better grade of metal than the lock, so it offered the best chance for busting open the door. Gripping the handle, he stopped in the shadows and waited for Leinjar and the others to charge from the opposite side. 
 
    From his experiences in battle, he had come to dislike fighting itself: the abandon to primal urges, the sounds and smells of death, the complete absence of compassion; but he loved the moments just before the fight began. His eyesight and sense of smell became much sharper, and time slowed so that he was more aware of everything around him. These sensations made him feel more alive and more complete than at any other time, and he hated enjoying them that much. 
 
    Suddenly, Leinjar and the other freed slaves erupted from their hiding place and charged the soldiers. Caught by surprise, the humans hesitated at first, and given an opening, the dwarves exploded into the closest line, cutting down four of the six before anyone reacted. The hesitation also gave the dwarves time to retreat a few steps and draw the guards away from the cage. As soon as the last soldier made it beyond the stone pavilion the cage sat on, Roskin sprinted towards Molgheon, his axe ready to smash the lock. He was only a few feet away when Jase turned in his direction and spotted him. 
 
    “It’s a trick!” the traitor screamed. “Guards! Guards! It’s a trick.” 
 
    Only three soldiers heard him, but they each turned and charged Roskin. Without thinking, he hurled the axe at the first one, striking it in the chest with a wet thud. The man continued forward a couple of steps but then collapsed to the ground. The other two readied their halberds and continued, so Roskin drew his sword to meet them. 
 
    These soldiers were from the tiny outpost at Murkdolm and had little experience in actual battle. Their fear was obvious as they thrust their weapons at the Kiredurk. The one to his left lunged too far forward, throwing himself off balance, and the one to his right misjudged the distance and struck the ground at Roskin’s feet. The halberd’s blade bounced off the packed earth and nearly vibrated out of the soldier’s hands. With a quick stomp, Roskin snapped the pole near the blade and then drove his sword into soldier’s stomach. 
 
    Trying to regain his balance, the one to the left backed up, but Roskin pulled his sword from the unarmed man’s belly and pivoted to his right, spinning towards the clumsy one. As he spun, he swung his blade with a sharp backhand and sliced across the other’s throat. The man dropped his weapon to clutch at the gushing wound but soon fell to the ground. As he fell, Roskin hurried to the first soldier to retrieve his axe. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After catching the soldiers off balance and thinning their ranks, Leinjar and the others retreated down the main street in the direction of the tavern. As expected, the soldiers gave chase, calling out to their ambush units in the alleys. The ten dwarves formed a line twenty yards from the cage and braced for the onslaught. The clash of metal on metal as the lines collided was deafening, and despite being outnumbered nearly two to one, the dwarves absorbed the attack with hardly a scratch. Three more humans were killed, however, and four were wounded too badly to fight anymore. The remaining men retreated a few steps to regroup before attacking again. 
 
    Normally with that advantage, Leinjar would have rushed their line and overwhelmed them, but knowing that the remaining ambush units would be appearing at any moment, he wanted to give Roskin more time and free space, so he called for the dwarves to retreat ten more yards and reform their line. As the freed slaves backed towards the tavern, the hidden soldiers came rushing from the alleys and joined the others. The new formation was well over two dozen strong, so the dwarves hunkered down and waited for the charge. 
 
    Behind them, the sounds of battle in the tavern had gone silent, and fearing an attack from the rear, Leinjar turned to see if any soldiers were coming towards them. The door of the tavern flung outward, and instead of humans, the person who appeared was the stocky dwarf from earlier. His face was coated with a veil of sweat, and his breath came in deep gulps. His clothes and white beard were stained with dark splatters of fresh blood, and the thick muscles of his arms bulged from swinging his axe. No one else, dwarf or human, appeared from the tavern. Leinjar had seen his fair share of battle and had known many tough warriors, but as he watched this dwarf stride down the road towards them, he had never before seen a more menacing figure. Something in the dwarf’s eyes and swagger warned of bloodlust and fearlessness. 
 
    “Let’s drive these pigs back south,” the dwarf boomed as he neared the line. 
 
    The Tredjards and Ghaldeons cheered at the statement, and Leinjar turned back to face the humans. They had formed into two rows and were moving towards the dwarves, more slowly and with more control this time. The soldiers with swords were in the middle, and the remaining ones with halberds were on the ends. Leinjar saw that they were going to try to outflank them and pin them in with the longer weapons, so he called for the dwarves to spread out and not give up the outside. They widened the spacing between each other and took up most of the street. 
 
    “Let them get a little closer,” Leinjar said, peering over the humans for a glimpse of Roskin. 
 
    The dwarves gripped their weapons and stamped their feet in anticipation. 
 
    “Rush them!” Leinjar called, charging ahead. “Drive them to the plains.” 
 
    Screaming wildly, the dwarves stormed the soldiers for the second time, again catching them off guard. These humans were all too young to remember the time before the Resistance had been defeated, so their experiences with dwarves consisted of beaten down workers with broken spirits and exhausted bodies. They had expected a foe like that, not fierce and seasoned warriors who attacked with relentless fury. This time as the lines neared each other, the soldiers – especially those who had survived the first two waves – were ready to break and flee before blades even touched. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After getting his axe, Roskin turned back towards the cage. On the opposite side, Jase was calling into the darkness for someone to hurry, but Roskin paid him little attention. His eyes were riveted on the lock as he examined it to determine where best to strike. Like most dwarves, he had been well-trained in the basic physics of engineering, so he could tell from the design where the weakest points would be. As he reached the door, he raised the axe to smash the lock, but before he could swing, Molgheon called to him: 
 
    “Behind you, the captain from Murkdolm.” 
 
    Roskin turned and spotted the man just on the edge of the shadows. He had seen the captain one time before in Murkdolm on the morning when he and Crushaw had been chased from town. The captain had been in Molgheon’s tavern, interrogating her as to Roskin’s whereabouts. Switching the axe to his left hand, Roskin drew his sword and stepped towards the man. 
 
    “I’m guessing you’re the man that killed Grussard,” he said, gripping the pommel of his sword. 
 
    “And I’m guessing you’re the renegade I’ve been chasing.” 
 
    “He made this sword,” Roskin said, turning the blade from side to side so the man could see it well in the flickering light of the square. “Just so you know, it’ll take your life like you took his.” 
 
    “Enough,” the captain returned, drawing his sword. 
 
    Roskin wanted to return the axe to his back, but the captain was too close to risk it. For a second, he thought about tossing it to Molgheon at the cage, but then Jase might get to it first and strike him in the back. There was nothing to do but grip it with his left hand and wield the sword with his right. Once again, he was grateful for Grussard’s craftsmanship, for the sword was both light and balanced enough to use one-handed. Two hands would be better for blocking the larger foe, but he could manage. 
 
    The captain raised his sword to middle guard and crept forward, and his footwork was very familiar. For many weeks, Roskin had trained with Crushaw, and this man’s movements were nearly identical to the old general’s. Roskin also moved into middle guard and stepped forward. The captain struck first, thrusting at him in a flash. Roskin parried the thrust and countered with a rake at the captain’s forearms. The man moved just beyond the dwarf’s reach and smiled. 
 
    “You’ve been well-trained,” he said, returning to middle guard. “So the old man can still teach, even to a dwarf.” 
 
    Roskin responded with a horizontal slash that the captain blocked and countered with another thrust. Roskin avoided that one as well and circled to his left. They continued in this manner for a few minutes, feeling out each other’s strengths and weaknesses and searching for an opening. With the exception of Crushaw, the captain was the most skilled swordsman Roskin had yet faced. 
 
    For those first few minutes, the blows were not very intense, almost light-hearted like two old friends catching up after many years apart, but suddenly, the captain launched at Roskin with a flurry of downward strikes that smashed against Grussard’s blade with a shower of sparks in the faint light. Roskin matched the other’s intensity, and they circled around the town square, their blades clanging and ringing. As they fought, their breathing grew to deeper and deeper gulps, and finally, each one stepped backward to catch his breath. 
 
    Roskin lowered his sword until the tip was against the ground to rest the muscles in his arm, but he kept his attention focused on the hilt of the captain’s sword, watching for the slightest movement that would indicate an attack. For his part, the captain held his sword with his left hand and stood still, save the rise and fall of his breathing. They stood like that for a full minute, but then, without a word, the captain rushed forward, raising his sword to high guard, and struck at Roskin with a powerful downward blow. 
 
    Roskin raised his sword just in time to block the attack, and as the weapons locked together, he swiped with the axe at the captain’s exposed stomach. The blade tore into the thick hauberk and caught flesh, cutting him from one side to the other. The captain winced in pain and scrambled backwards, gathering himself into a defensive position. Seeing blood, Roskin pounced his enemy and assailed him with a series of blows from both sword and axe. Using his own sword and the vambrace on his left arm, the captain managed to block each swing. Still, the pain from his wound showed on his face, and his strength waned with each block. Roskin knew it was just a matter of moments before he found an opening and ended the fight. Suddenly, the dark fear rose inside him, but wanting to finish off the captain, he ignored it and pressed the attack. 
 
    Then, Molgheon called out, but before he could discern her warning, a blinding pain exploded in his left shoulder blade. He collapsed to his knees and dropped both weapons. Gasping for air and clutching his left arm against his side, he fumbled with his right to recover one of them, but his vision had blurred, so he couldn’t distinguish the blades from the ground. After what seemed an eternity, his fingers found the handle of the axe, and he scrambled to scoop it into his palm. 
 
    As he waited for the final blow to fall, Roskin thought about all that had happened since he had left Dorkhun. He remembered the three orcs at the vanishing trails, how the life drained from their eyes as they died. Then, there were the soldiers that chased them from Murkdolm, and the soldiers at Black Rock. For a moment, he could still hear the terrible sounds of the slave block at Koshlonsen and smell the stench of the leisure slave cage. There was the Battle for Hard Hope, and then the Marshwoggs. Finally, he could almost feel the hot breath of the dog-beast. As these memories overtook him, he pushed them aside and thought about his mother. At least he had met her. He didn’t want his last thought to be about anything else, so he focused on the memories of her face and touch as he braced for the blow. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” the captain yelled. “Get the net!” 
 
    “It’s in the wagon,” Jase responded from behind Roskin. “He ain’t here yet.” 
 
    “Go see what’s keeping him,” the captain ordered. “I’ll watch this one until you get back.” 
 
    Jase rushed away, and gritting his teeth against the pain, Roskin raised himself to his knees and looked up at the captain. The man’s blade was inches from Roskin’s chest. 
 
    “You’re lucky that dwarf is such a weakling,” the captain said, holding his left arm across his stomach to stop the bleeding. “He barely broke the skin.” 
 
    “You best finish me, then,” Roskin returned, his voice dry and cracking. “While you can.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve no intention of killing you. You’re much too valuable, and since you escaped, I’m sure you’re worth even more, now. Between you and the barkeep, we’ll make a nice profit from the orcs.” 
 
    Having resigned himself to death, Roskin was surprised by the wellspring of fear at the mention of being sold again. His left shoulder throbbed with pain, and he knew he wouldn’t get more than one chance to subdue the captain, but he couldn’t go back there. He could die on this night, but he would never return to bondage. Gathering his focus, he stared at the captain’s exposed ribs and steadied his grip on the axe handle. 
 
    “It’s a shame, though,” the captain continued. “You’re pretty good with a sword. For a dwarf, that is.” 
 
    Before the man could say more, Roskin hurled the axe with his right hand and launched his body backwards in one motion. When he hit the ground, the jolt of pain nearly knocked him unconscious, but with all his remaining strength, he rolled onto his stomach and clambered to his feet. As he got his balance and bearings, he half expected the captain’s sword to pierce him, but as he wheeled around and faced the man, he saw that the axe had found its mark better than he had hoped. Having dropped his own sword, the captain had both hands on the axe’s handle and tugged at it to dislodge the blade from between his ribs. 
 
    Roskin found his sword and, grunting from the pain, lifted it from the dirt. Growing paler by the second, the captain doubled his efforts to remove the axe, but as Roskin neared him, he realized the attempt was in vain. A disappointed frown came over his face, and he stared the Kiredurk in the eyes. Not flinching, Roskin drew back his blade and swung for the captain’s neck. 
 
    As the man’s body crumbled to the ground, Roskin collapsed again from the pain in his shoulder. He struggled to his knees and gasped for breath against the throbbing sensation. To his left, he could hear the other dwarves making their way back to the town square, and to his right, he heard Jase’s frantic voice calling again for someone to hurry. Despite his rising anger, Roskin couldn’t go after the traitor. 
 
    “You’ve got to get me out of here,” Molgheon said from the cage, her voice more panicked than he had ever heard it. “The wagon’s almost here.” 
 
    His arms and legs were weak from the fight, and as blood clotted in his wound, his shoulder became tighter and more sensitive to movement. While he wanted to rush to the cage, his body simply wouldn’t let him. He remained balanced on his knees, using his sword for support, and focused on taking regular breaths. 
 
    “Roskin,” Molgheon hissed. “Get to your feet, now.” 
 
    “Give me a moment,” he returned, his voice a hoarse whisper. 
 
    “We don’t have a moment. They’re almost here.” 
 
    Again, he tried to stand, and again, his body failed. He turned to look at Molgheon, hoping she could see his pain was sincere, but as he turned, he saw the wagon emerge from the far alley and back to the stone slab. Jase lead two thuggish dwarves around the wagon and motioned for them to grab the cage. Then, a fourth dwarf appeared from around the wagon, and at the sight of the slave trader Torkdohn, Roskin’s blood turned white hot. 
 
    Ever since Crushaw and the others had freed him, Roskin had been so focused on returning home that he had buried the memory of what Torkdohn had done to him. He had figured that if he wasted his thoughts on the old dwarf, he would become obsessed with finding and punishing him, and that might keep him from returning home for a long time. Now, with the dwarf standing only a few feet away, all of those emotions flooded him in one torrent. 
 
    “Get her loaded,” the old dwarf barked at the thugs. 
 
    “Look!” Jase nearly squealed from fright. “Roskin killed the captain.” 
 
    “Hurry up, then,” Torkdohn returned. “We need to go, mark my words.” 
 
    “Should I get the net for Roskin?” Jase asked. 
 
    “Forget him. The others are too close to risk it. Just get in the wagon. You two hurry with her or I’ll send you to the orcs, too.” 
 
    As the two lifted the cage onto the bed of the wagon, Roskin forced himself to his feet and started towards them. For a moment, his eyes met Torkdohn’s, and from the venom of Roskin’s stare, the slave trader’s expression morphed to fear. Roskin switched his sword to his left hand, which was still pressed against his body, and with his right hand reached for the second axe on his back. Torkdohn turned and, with speed that defied his age, rushed to the wagon’s seat, calling for the two dwarves to kill Roskin. They shoved the cage into the wagon, causing it to lurch and rock. 
 
    When the thugs turned for him, Roskin hurled the axe at the one to his left and struck the dwarf directly in the chest. The wagon began moving away from the square, and the wounded dwarf reached to grab hold of the sideboard, but his fingers slipped off the coarse wood. He fell to the ground with a thud and lay moaning on the hard earth. Seeing his friend fall, the other thug drew his wood axe and charged. Roskin grabbed his sword with his right hand and, ignoring the screaming pain from his left shoulder, rushed forward to meet him. 
 
    The thug drew back as far as he could with the axe and swung with all his might. Roskin slipped to his right, and the axe smashed into ground, sticking firmly. Roskin drove his sword into the dwarf’s side and, as the thug fell, again into his chest. Then, Roskin ran to where the other dwarf lay dying in the dirt and stabbed him through the back. Without stopping for the axe, he ran after the wagon, but it had already turned from the narrow alley onto the main street and was gathering speed. 
 
    Running as fast as he could with one arm pressed against his body, Roskin chased it across town, but his efforts were in vain, for the horses had settled into a good stride. Losing his balance, Roskin stumbled and fell face first in the road. Once again, he tried to stand, but this time, the exhaustion and pain were too much. Helpless and desperate, he lifted his head and watched as the wagon disappeared over the last hill at the edge of town.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    The Clouds Threaten Rain 
 
      
 
    On the loose dirt and gravel of the road south, Leinjar found Roskin where he had fallen and, after deciding that the Kiredurk was able to stand, helped him to his feet. At first, Roskin tried run again for the wagon, which was by then a couple of miles away, but Leinjar held him fast. Roskin struggled for a moment but quickly realized his folly. 
 
    “I need a horse,” he said, looking around for the closest stable. “I can catch them with a good horse.” 
 
    “You’re in no shape to ride,” Leinjar returned, wiping clean Roskin’s sword and returning it to the scabbard on his belt. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You’ll live a while longer. That’s for sure, but you can’t ride at speed with one arm. Not long enough to catch them, anyway.” 
 
    “I failed her, Leinjar. I just let them take her.” 
 
    “We know better than that. She knows better. You fought like a king.” 
 
    The other dwarves caught up to them, and Roskin frantically explained what had happened. When he finished, one of the Ghaldeons who had been on the Slithsythe plantation spoke up: 
 
    “I’ve pledged loyalty to you, but Molgheon freed me and that old dwarf has sent too many to the orcs. Let me chase them down.” 
 
    “That’s right,” another Ghaldeon agreed. “I’ll go, too.” 
 
    “We’ll all chase them,” Roskin returned, gritting his teeth against the pain. 
 
    “You can’t travel like we’ll have to catch them,” Leinjar said. “Besides, what about your kingdom? What about the war?” 
 
    Roskin shook his head and cast his eyes at the ground. Leinjar was right. There wasn’t time for him to chase Torkdohn and return to his father to stop the fighting. While he owed Molgheon his life, he would have to trust that they could track the wagon and stop Torkdohn and Jase before they reached the Great Empire. After a moment, he looked up and spoke. 
 
    “One condition. You have to bring the two traitors back to Dorkhun to be tried for their crimes.” 
 
    “By our beards,” Leinjar said. “They won’t reach the Yuejdeon.” 
 
    Each one swore the same, and to dwarves no oath is more sacred. 
 
    “Excuse me,” the stocky lumberjack said to Roskin after they had finished. “If I overstep my bounds, forgive my poor manners, but I don’t know her very well, so I think I’d rather travel with you.” 
 
    “You fulfilled your end of our bargain,” Roskin said. “You’re free to travel as you please.” 
 
    “You fought well back there,” Leinjar said, stroking his beard. “What’s your name and where’d you learn to swing an axe like that?” 
 
    “I am Krondious, and I’ve been cutting trees since the king expelled me. All I know about axes I learned in the forest.” 
 
    “You learned that chopping trees?” 
 
    Krondious shrugged. 
 
    “Time’s wasting,” Roskin said to Leinjar. “Find horses and get after them.” 
 
    The Tredjard nodded and asked Krondious where a stable was located. The stocky dwarf pointed to a building on the western edge of town, and after saying a brief farewell, the freed slaves rushed to find mounts. Dwarves by nature aren’t good horsemen. Their senses and limbs are built for tight, dark places underground and rugged subsistence in the mountains. Mostly, they use horses to pull wagons and plows, but Ghaldeons, who spend much of their lives above ground, learn to ride at an early age and are often as capable as most humans. As such, the group only took five horses from the stable, and the three Tredjards, their arms locked around each rider’s waist, sat behind and held on with all they had. The horses thundered by where Roskin and Krondious stood and charged down the southern road after Molgheon and the two traitors. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Suvene marched in the middle of a line of Marshwoggs, his arms bound behind his back. They had crossed the mountains and were near the boundary that separated the orc and Marshwogg lands. Much to his surprise, they had decided that instead of executing him for attacking the phantom on their soil, they would expel and ban him for life from any of their territories. That kind of mercy was foreign to orcs, and it made the frog-like creatures seem weak. Still, he was grateful for his life, for one more opportunity to hunt the phantom. 
 
    As they reached the border, they were greeted by a platoon of six orcs armed with pikes. Rewokog, the Marshwogg leader, stopped his group a few feet from the sentries and walked forward to speak with them. Suvene had learned that Rewokog spoke excellent orcish, and the two had spent several hours conversing while Suvene was held in a small jail in the base of a guard tower. The strange creature was curious about orc customs and asked dozens of questions about everyday life. All in all, Suvene had come to like the Marshwogg and wished that they had met under different circumstances. 
 
    When he finished talking to the orcs, Rewokog returned to his group and spoke in his strange tongue with the others. Without a response, they retreated several yards away, leaving the two alone. Rewokog removed the binding from Suvene’s wrists and stepped back. 
 
    “Return to your people,” the Marshwogg said in orcish. “And please don’t test our will. If you return to our lands, you will die.” 
 
    “Understood,” Suvene responded, rubbing his wrists where the cord had been. “Thank you for treating me well as your prisoner.” 
 
    Rewokog nodded and then walked to where the other Marshwoggs waited. Suvene moved to the platoon of orcs, expecting at least a cordial greeting, but instead, he was grabbed on either arm by two soldiers and clasped in shackles around his wrists by a third. Suvene was speechless, and when one of the soldiers poked him with a pike and ordered him to march, he responded with perfunctory steps in the direction of the fortress. They walked in a single line, three in front and the other three behind him, and nearly a mile passed before anyone spoke. 
 
    “The Masters are disappointed with you,” the platoon’s sergeant finally said. “They never should’ve sent a commoner for this.” 
 
    “I almost had him,” Suvene managed in response. “I was tricked.” 
 
    “Save your excuses for them. I’m sure they’re interested to hear them.” 
 
    The rest of the platoon laughed at the sergeant’s sarcasm, and in that moment, Suvene realized that because he had failed, the Masters planned to execute him. While his head understood that he deserved punishment, his heart was broken by the betrayal. Twice he had matched the phantom blow for blow and had come closer to defeating it than any other orc. He didn’t deserve the end of a thief or coward, and as they continued towards the fortress, which was still at least two miles away, he decided that he would not die at the hands of his own kind, not without resisting until the end. 
 
    In one motion, he looped the shackle-chain over the head of the orc in front of him and with a sharp twist snapped the neck. Then, turning towards the dumbstruck soldiers behind him, he flung the lifeless body at them. The first two dove aside, but the third was struck in the legs and toppled to the ground. Without pausing, Suvene grabbed the dropped pike and speared one of the remaining two in front before he could turn around. The other one did turn to see what was happening but was greeted by a thrust to his chest. Suvene twisted the pike, and the orc collapsed with a faint sigh. 
 
    Of the three still alive, one dropped his weapon and sprinted for the fortress. The one knocked down had gotten to his feet and had retrieved his weapon, and he and the final one crouched into offensive postures and were moving to get on either side of Suvene. As a boy, one of his favorite training games had been bull in the ring. In it, one person stands in the middle, and the other players form a ring around him. Then, the ones forming the ring will attack two and three at a time from random directions. The one in the middle has to learn how to anticipate the blind charges and react to them with timing that reverses the element of surprise. Suvene had always been excellent at bull in the ring, so instead of trying to out maneuver these final two, he simply stood still and waited for their attack. 
 
    The one directly in front tried to distract him by feigning thrusts, but Suvene listened for the other’s move. When the orc rushed forward, his armor clinked more loudly than from his controlled movements, and Suvene paused for nearly a heartbeat before dropping and rolling to his right. When he came back to his feet, he was now behind that orc and jabbed the pike into his back. As that one fell, the final orc charged too late, for Suvene sidestepped the protracted swipe and stabbed him through the side. 
 
    With all five neutralized, Suvene found a rock and busted the locks on his shackles. Then, he took a pair of daggers and some dried meats from the fallen soldiers. After finding nothing else of value on them, he grabbed a pike and started north. He was now an outlaw among his own and would need to put as much distance between himself and the fortress as possible before they learned of the escape. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As usual, Crushaw woke well before sunrise and went outside to watch the night give way to dawn. Kwarck had commented more than once that the old general was one of the few who regularly beat the wizard out of bed, a point that gave Crushaw pride. The self-exiled ogres were still asleep near the orchard, so he had the yard to himself. He and they had come to a tentative peace, as much out of respect for Kwarck as anything, and he was glad not to have to worry about one of them challenging him to a fight or ambushing him in the dark. 
 
    Out of habit, he practiced with his sword, going through his repertoire of offensive and defensive moves. He did it mostly for exercise, for he was fairly certain that he had fought his last battle. He had thought about going so far as to bury his weapons under a field for a sense of finality, but he had decided against that because if he ever needed to defend Kwarck or the farm, he wanted them close at hand. 
 
    As the sky lightened, he worked up a good sweat sparring with the shadows. His feet weren’t as light as they had once been, and he could feel that the blade took longer to finish each motion than even just a year before, but the familiarity of the routine was comforting. He had come a long way from chopping sugarcane as a slave, and as he neared the end of his life, with tiring muscles and stiffening joints, he had fulfilled a purpose greater than just killing ogres for a greedy emperor. He had helped free many from slavery, and while that didn’t absolve all his evil, it did help him sleep more soundly. If he were ten years younger, he would raise an army and conquer the orcs completely, but since that wouldn’t happen, he was content with the small thing he had done. 
 
    By the time he finished the workout, Kwarck had awakened and prepared breakfast, so Crushaw went inside to join the wizard. They ate quietly, each enjoying the chorus of birds through the open window. For the first time in his seventy-six years, he was glad to be alive and looked forward to what awaited him each day. He had found on this farm that he was capable of more than killing, and in Kwarck, he had found a good friend, someone who wanted nothing more than an honest day’s work in exchange for food and shelter and someone who had not once judged him for his past. More and more, he had come to realize that Kwarck was the man Crushaw wished to be. 
 
    When they finished eating, Kwarck suggested that they head to one of the corn fields because he had noticed weeds sprouting between the stalks. It would take most of the day to clear them, so starting at first light was a good idea. After clearing the table, the two men went outside to the tool shed to retrieve hoes. The eastern sky was beginning to lighten, and the horizon glowed bright red. 
 
    “We may not be weeding today,” Kwarck said, pointing to the east. 
 
    “Hmph,” Crushaw responded. “Looks bad.” 
 
    “We should get the animals to the barns.” 
 
    Crushaw nodded but lingered by the tool shed as Kwarck went to wake the ogres. He stared at the ominous horizon for a few more moments, hoping that Roskin and the others were somewhere safe. A sky like that could only mean ugly weather, and he hated to think of them caught in the open when it got bad. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roskin, Krondious, and Bordorn woke that morning to the same red horizon. They were less than half a day’s walk from the eastern gate and, at the threat of storms, packed camp without breakfast to get an early start. The wound on Roskin’s back, a seven inch long cut just inside his shoulder blade, was beginning to heal. It wasn’t deep but was painful, especially as it scabbed. To keep his movements to a minimum, they had immobilized his left arm in a sling, and from the wound, this final stage of the journey home had been the most unpleasant. 
 
    Bordorn’s wound had also healed well, and other than missing his left arm from just below the elbow, he was nearly his old self. When Molgheon had found him bound to the bed, he had been grabbed from his labor just minutes before. The soldiers had come upon him without warning and had drugged him with something. As he swallowed the bitter liquid, Bordorn had figured that they had learned he was from the Ghaldeon nobility and were executing him. It was not poison, however, just a low dose of sleeping potion, for he had slipped in and out of consciousness even as they had bound him to the bed. 
 
    On the walk from the logging town to the eastern gate, they had pieced together the story and realized that Jase must’ve known about Roskin going to Shaman Bokey’s house. He then probably sold the information to the soldiers. Knowing that Roskin was there to find Bordorn, the soldiers had laid the trap at the infirmary, expecting to catch the Kiredurk. Bordorn explained that Torkdohn had only arrived in town that morning, but the slave trader had become a regular, stopping there every couple of months to collect dwarves that wouldn’t conform to the Great Empire’s new labor laws. The fiend had been making a fortune off the Kiredurk outcasts. 
 
    Once he had healed, Bordorn had been put to work at the loading yard, where from sunup to sundown seven days a week he had loaded logs onto wagons. The loading yard crew, five rock-solid dwarves with iron arms and nasty temperaments, were cruel to him at first because of the missing limb, but as he proved his worth each day, they had slowly come to accept him as one of the crew. Now, nearly a week removed from the yard, Bordorn missed those dwarves and the bond they shared. From the hard labor, he had learned how far he could push himself, and his body had become more lean and solid than he would’ve ever dreamed. Even so, he was glad to be returning to the Kiredurk kingdom and said as much to Roskin and Krondious as they walked. 
 
    “You’ve no idea,” Krondious said. “It’s been many years since I’ve seen real darkness.” 
 
    “The stars are nice,” Roskin said. “But there’s nothing so serene as underground.” 
 
    “I’d almost given up on seeing the deep again.” 
 
    “Have you seen the river of fire?” Roskin asked Krondious. 
 
    “Only as a boy.” 
 
    “What about you?” Roskin turned to Bordorn. 
 
    “I’ve heard of it.” 
 
    “The earth’s blood is all I could think.” 
 
    As they continued to talk, the road turned a steep incline and snaked up the side of a ridge. It climbed for nearly a mile, and as they reached the summit, each dwarf teased the others about losing their breath. When they cleared the top, the joviality ceased, however, for the eastern gate – still a few hundred yards away – was visible from this vantage. They stopped in their tracks and stared in utter silence. 
 
    The gate’s stone foundation and frame had been smashed to large chunks by missiles from massive trebuchets. Thin waves of smoke rose from the rubble, and splintered wood and shattered steel lay strewn in every direction from the remains of the gate. Scattered among the ruins, hundreds upon hundreds of corpses, dwarf and ogre alike, lay broken and twisted in various stages of decay. The ground itself seemed to ripple with the movements of carrion, and the sky above the gate was dark as even more circled to wait their turn. 
 
    Down the hill from the gate, thousands of ogres were hunkered behind crudely made fortifications, and more smoke rose from their fires. Even from that distance, the three dwarves could tell that the ogres were exhausted from the siege, and given the sheer number of dead, they figured the Kiredurks weren’t in much better shape. Had the Tredjards or Molgheon been there, they could’ve explained that the scene was not unique, for each of them had seen protracted warfare before. Each had been raised near front lines and had grown to adulthood with the stench of death never far, but these three dwarves hadn’t seen this before. For each, the image was revolting, overpowering, and permanent. 
 
    “We have to find another entrance,” Krondious said flatly and without sarcasm. “Those clouds are close.” 
 
    Bordorn nodded his agreement, but Roskin remained silent and motionless. 
 
    “Pepper beard,” Bordorn said, touching Roskin’s elbow. “We can mourn this later.” 
 
    “There’s a hidden entrance not far from here,” Roskin said, his eyes still fixed on the ruins of the eastern gate. “Few know it’s there, so it should be safe.” 
 
    “Can you find it?” Krondious asked. 
 
    Roskin nodded. 
 
    “Good,” Bordorn said. “Let’s get...” 
 
    Before he could finish the sentence, three ogres burst from the trees a few yards below and charged up the rise at them. Roskin had been raised around ogres and had known hundreds in his life. Some he even considered good friends, but as these three rushed at him, their eyes flashed with animal savagery, much like the dog-beast. Their faces showed no trace of the civilized people he had known. With his right arm, he drew his sword, unsure if he could fight them without his left, but before he could move, Krondious leapt in front of him and crouched in an offensive position. 
 
    “Stay behind me!” he roared, the savagery in his voice matching the ogres’ eyes. 
 
    Raising his axe with both arms, he drew it back until the blade nearly touched his heels and, with one ferocious swing, struck the middle one squarely in the chest. The axe exploded through the ogre’s sternum, and the impact knocked it onto its back. Krondious then ripped the axe from its chest and dove from the attacks of the other two. With quickness that defied his thick stature, he came to his feet and smashed the closest one in the skull and, before the third could react, spun and struck it in the stomach. The ogre slumped to its knees, and before it could recover, Krondious finished the fight. 
 
    Roskin and Bordorn stared in disbelief as he returned to them. While his breath was a little short, he hardly seemed fazed by what he had just done. In fact, the only person Roskin had ever seen so calm after a fight was Crushaw. 
 
    “We need to find that entrance,” Krondious said, wiping the blood from his axe. “There’s sure to be more.” 
 
    “You just killed three ogres by yourself!” Bordorn exclaimed. 
 
    “My master was in danger.” 
 
    “I’m not your master,” Roskin said. “But before we take another step, you’d better tell me where you learned to fight like that.” 
 
    “I spent a lot of time alone in the woods, just me, my axe, and the trees. When you came to the tavern, something woke in me. I knew my purpose.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Bordorn asked. 
 
    “To defend Roskin until my death.” 
 
    “Krondious, you don’t have to serve me.” 
 
    “By my beard, I will. As long as I draw breath, nothing will get near enough to do you harm.” 
 
    At that, Krondious knelt at Roskin’s feet and bowed his head. Roskin had not yet learned the protocol for accepting this kind of oath, so he turned to Bordorn for guidance. The Ghaldeon motioned for Roskin to touch the flat part of his sword to the dwarf’s head, so Roskin did as he was shown. Then, Bordorn mouthed the word “rise,” so Roskin said it aloud. Krondious came to his feet, his eyes welling with moisture, and shook each dwarf’s hand. 
 
    “Now,” Bordorn offered, looking around for more ogres. “Like he said, we’d better find that entrance.” 
 
    Roskin took the lead, heading southwest off the road they had been traveling. From mapping the kingdom, he knew where the secret entrance, reserved only for the royal family and special dignitaries, was located. Thunder began rumbling just over the next ridge, and flashes of lightning were just visible. After months of focusing on getting home, he had expected to be greeted at the gate with fanfare and spectacle, not to have to sneak in through a hidden entrance. The naivety of his expectations amused him as he pushed his way through the underbrush. Ever since he had left home in search of that statue, he had been a fool, so it was only fitting that he would be wrong about his return, as well. A thick drop of rain struck his forehead, followed by another, and then several. In a moment, the three dwarves were soaked by the downpour as they quickened their pace towards the secret entrance. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Near the eastern gate, King Kraganere sat in the chamber that had been converted into a makeshift council room. The furnishings were modest and crude, missing all of the ornamentation of the hall in Dorkhun. For months, he, Master Sondious, and the five top generals had met in this room to discuss the best strategies for defending the gate. On one hand, they had been successful, for the ogres had not breeched it. On the other, hundreds of their own had been lost from poor planning, badly organized counter-attacks, and ineffective adaptation to tactics. 
 
    While he and his army were still learning how to wage war, Master Sondious had proven himself a talented, albeit ruthless, tactician. Through the first few weeks, while he recovered from the broken legs, the gate had almost fallen, but as soon as he returned to the king’s side, the army’s efficiency improved quickly, and with each battle, they lost fewer and fewer soldiers. 
 
    His legs hadn’t really healed, however, and he would never walk on them again. His temperament had changed also. Before, he rarely lost his composure or spoke harshly to anyone. Now, fueled by an absolute disdain for the ogres, he often shouted orders at subordinates and disregarded all manners and propriety during council meetings, interrupting anyone, even the king, when he disagreed with their ideas. If he weren’t so good at his job, the king would’ve had him removed from the council, but given the circumstances, Kraganere believed he could overlook those deficiencies in exchange for the leadership. 
 
    The war itself had ground to a stalemate, with the ogres unable to breech the gate but the dwarves unable to drive them from the mountain. Recently, the ogres had begun tunneling just north of the gate, and at great peril each night, teams of Kiredurks would sneak out the damaged gate to attack the diggers and slow their progress. The fighting near the new tunnel grew more ferocious each day as the ogres were desperate to reach the underground and the dwarves were desperate to stop them. 
 
    On this day, the war council was convening to discuss the launch of their most ambitious assault on the new tunnel, for as his army matured, so grew King Kraganere’s faith that they could repel the invaders. At their seats, he and the generals were studying sketches of the battle plans Master Sondious had prepared. In brief, every available crossbow unit would assemble at the gate and fire from recently carved openings in the ruins. With the cover, hundreds of soldiers would file out the narrow openings in the rubble and form ranks near the tunnel. They would engage the ogres to occupy as many soldiers as possible while a second team approached the tunnel from the north with explosives to close off the entrance and trap the diggers inside. On the crude parchment, the plan looked sound, but the king had many questions before he would agree to it. 
 
    Master Sondious was wheeled into the room and took his place at the table, but before the king could call the meeting to order, Captain Roighwheil also entered the chamber. His cheeks were flush and his eyes danced with excitement. King Kraganere wasn’t used to seeing the captain like that, so his interest was piqued as the dwarf stepped before the council. 
 
    “Captain,” Master Sondious snapped. “This interruption had better be important.” 
 
    “My apologies,” he said briefly to the advisor. Then, he faced the king. “There’s news from a spy among the outcasts.” 
 
    “What news from that rabble could be worth bothering battle preparations?” the crippled dwarf asked. 
 
    “Master Sondious,” the king returned, his agitation with the advisor’s impudence obvious. “Let the captain speak.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should ask the ogres to stop digging while we discuss trifles.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should send you to make the request,” the king snapped back. 
 
    Master Sondious narrowed his eyes to poisonous slits and glared at him, but the king ignored the stare and focused his attention on Captain Roighwheil. The dutiful soldier showed his discomfort at standing between the two in this chamber, and the five generals all rustled in their chairs. 
 
    “Come now, Captain. What’s this news?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to cause a scene,” the captain said, his eyes on the center of the table. 
 
    “You said it’s important, so let’s have it.” 
 
    “Well,” the captain said, looking back up at the king. The excitement returned to his eyes. “It’s about Roskin.” 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    An Incident in the Deep 
 
      
 
    The day’s light was fading from the mirrors above his fields as Ogdu finished weeding the last row. His arms and back ached from the labor, but he ignored the discomfort and returned his tools to the shed with enthusiasm reserved for the young embarking on their first adventure. The previous day he had sold his first two hogs of the season, and since he was now of age, his mother was reluctantly letting him travel into town for the night to have a little fun. He had been there many times, of course, but this would be the first overnight trip and the first with his own money. 
 
    Once the hoe and rake were hung neatly in their proper places, he bustled to the water trough to clean the thick mats of dirt from his blond hair and beard. The water ran cold down his back and chest, causing him to shudder a few times, but soon he was satisfied the dirt was gone. Then, he stripped off his grubby work clothes and rinsed off his skin as well as he could with the cold water. When clean and dry, he dressed in a fresh set of clothes he had hung out by the trough that morning and went inside the house to tell his mother goodbye. 
 
    She was in the kitchen wrapping a block of cheese in waxy cotton cloth when he entered, and he could tell she had been crying for most of the day. He couldn’t understand why she worried about him going into town. Kondelious was a modest trading post, hardly more than a village, with none of the dangers of a city like Dorkhun. He thought her silly for the concern. 
 
    “I just have to grab a couple of things,” he said, moving past her through the kitchen and into his room. 
 
    “I’ve packed some meats and cheese for you,” she called after him. “Don’t waste all your money in those dirty restaurants.” 
 
    He chuckled to himself as he took his belt from the dresser and fastened it around his waist. Then, he secured his money pouch and slipped his axe into a loop on the belt. Finally, he looked at himself in his mirror and slicked back his hair. He looked like a fully grown Kiredurk, with a beard as thick as any other’s. This trip would be his chance to prove to himself and everyone around him that he had become an adult. 
 
    “I’ll enjoy these,” he said, returning to the kitchen and picking up the food she had packed in a small leather backpack. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Oh, son!” she said, pointing to his belt. “Don’t take that axe with you.” 
 
    “I might need it,” he returned, kissing her on the cheek. 
 
    “The only need for an axe in town is trouble. Please, I’m asking you to leave it here, at home.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be defenseless all the way there and back. Besides, I’m as quick and strong as anyone. No one’ll mess with me.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t like it, but you’re too much like your father, may he rest in peace, to listen to me.” 
 
    He kissed her on the cheek again and told her goodbye. She hugged him and squeezed tightly, as if her embrace might change his mind, but he pulled away and moved for the door. She followed him outside but stopped at the edge of their driveway as he made his way to the path that led to the tunnel to Kondelious. He strode swiftly, wanting to cover the nine miles in time to reach a tavern before the crowd thinned too much. Since the surface light had left the mirrors, the laborers would just be getting off work and heading for their favorite spots, and he wanted to be around as much excitement as he could find. 
 
    His family had farmed in this part of the deep for as many generations as anyone could remember, and he was glad to carry on the tradition, especially after his father’s accident. He enjoyed working his hands in the soil and watching his corn grow from seeds to food, but he also wanted to enjoy himself, maybe meet a pretty, young Kiredurk for company. Whatever happened on this night, he wanted it to be memorable. After having run the farm for nearly a year, he had earned at least one night of festivities. 
 
    The trail that connected several outlying farms ended at the mouth of the tunnel. From that point the trip became slightly more dangerous, for Ogdu knew hardly anyone along the tunnel, and occasionally, desperate dwarves were known to hide in the secluded sections and ambush travelers. He was tough enough to handle himself against any individual, and he believed that even if he were caught off guard, he was quick enough to react to most threats. His only real concern was if he happened to get jumped by several at once. 
 
    For the first four miles of the tunnel, the path was crowded with workers going home and merchants taking goods to other towns, but then the road cleared of other travelers. The time between seeing other dwarves grew longer and longer and the tunnel became quieter and quieter. He had never been a coward, but as he walked through the more remote sections of the trail, he gripped the handle of his axe and wished someone was there with him. 
 
    As he neared Kondelious, however, others reappeared in the tunnel, and he felt more secure around them, even if they were strangers. Just knowing he wouldn’t be ambushed and left to die alone made him more at ease, and as the fear subsided, his excitement returned. Paths branching off the main tunnel became more frequent as the number of houses near town increased. He had traveled this road hundreds of times before, but usually with his father and always on business. Now, coming into town alone with no hogs to lead or produce to manage, his senses were free to absorb more of the surroundings. 
 
    Like all townships of the deep, Kondelious was divided into three distinct sections. The outermost ring contained mostly houses, ranging from modest to wealthy. The only other buildings in this ring were theaters and music halls that offered wholesome entertainment. The next ring consisted of all the mainstream commercial and industrial buildings, everything from produce stands to blacksmith shops. The center of town was comprised solely of taverns, gambling halls, and lewd entertainment. This custom had been the norm for the deep through three kingdoms and was based on the notion that if all vices were centered, only people seeking them would venture into the middle of town, thus keeping those not interested from having to travel through a bad section to reach work or home. Of course, one downside was that any dwarf needing to cross town and wanting to avoid temptation had to circumnavigate the entire area, but for most Kiredurks, this was a minor nuisance. 
 
    Ogdu headed straight for the middle, hoping to find the busiest tavern. Sounds of laughter and revelry came from many, but one place in particular, with loud music and energetic dancing, caught his attention. He passed through the open doorway and edged into the crowd. The energy of the place, the dancing and music and smells, thrilled him, and he squeezed his way to the bar to order his first drink. The barkeep grunted unintelligibly when he asked for a pint of ale, but once Ogdu tipped generously, the old dwarf’s scowl turned to a half-smile. 
 
    “Preciate it,” the barkeep said, placing a bowl of nuts in front of the young dwarf. 
 
    “This place is great,” Ogdu returned, reaching for the bowl. 
 
    “We do good business. Your first night in town?” 
 
    “Sort of. I’m a farmer from the other end of the tunnel. This is my first on my own.” 
 
    “I see. Well, let me know when you’re ready for another.” 
 
    The barkeep went to the other end of the bar to wait on someone else, and Ogdu turned to watch the crowd dancing. Two pretty dwarves caught his eye, and he gawked at their movements as they kept time with the rhythm. When the song ended, they clapped in the direction of the band, and then one of them saw him staring. He quickly turned away, blushing, and as he turned, he bumped the arm of a thickly muscled dwarf beside him. 
 
    “Watch it, farm boy,” the dwarf boomed, his voice deep and menacing. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Ogdu said, extending his hand for an apologetic handshake, as was custom in the deep. 
 
    “Just keep it to yourself,” the dwarf grunted, not accepting his hand. 
 
    Ogdu looked around for another place to stand but the tavern was packed, so he tried to inch away from the large dwarf. He lifted his pint to his lips, but as he started to drink, his arm was jostled and most of the ale spilled onto his beard. He looked at the large dwarf, who was laughing with his friends. 
 
    “Drink often?” the dwarf teased, nudging one of them. 
 
    “I apologized. There’s no need to be a jerk.” 
 
    “Ooh, big words, farm boy. You best watch it.” 
 
    Ogdu stared in the dwarf’s eyes, and something there — or more accurately a lack of something – chilled him. Even more than in the most remote section of the tunnel, fear overwhelmed him, and for the first time in as long as he could remember, he wished his father was there. The dwarf’s arms were as big as his own legs and looked as solid as stone, and his white beard hung braided into two thick strands. Ogdu had never seen a more ominous figure. 
 
    “Look, I don’t want trouble,” he said, stammering. 
 
    “You’re not worth my time, farm boy. Go on back to your hogs.” 
 
    “What makes you think I raise hogs?” 
 
    “Cause you stink.” 
 
    “I’m as clean as you are.” 
 
    “I bet your whole family stinks like pig filth.” 
 
    The dwarf’s friends laughed and slapped him on his shoulders at the joke, but Ogdu went from scared to angry. His family had always been good stewards of their lands, well-respected members of the community, and with his father gone, he didn’t like this half-wit tarnishing their name in public. His fingers wrapped around the axe and he faced the dwarf. 
 
    “Take it back!” he said. 
 
    “Draw that axe, farm boy, and it’ll be your last act.” 
 
    “Take it back!” 
 
    “Alright, alright. I didn’t mean to insult your whole family. It’s probably just you that stinks.” 
 
    Ogdu pulled the axe, but as it cleared the loop of his belt, the large dwarf moved with speed that defied his enormous size. With one thunderous strike, he hit Ogdu in the forearm, and blinding pain shot through the young dwarf as both bones snapped like kindling. The sound was sickening, and before he could recover, the white beard grabbed an axe and sunk it deep in his belly.  
 
    Ogdu stared down at the handle, thinking that the wound didn’t hurt nearly as much as it should. Then, his legs gave way, and he fell to the floor, landing on his broken arm. He tried to scream from the agony, but no sound would come. Above him, there was tremendous commotion, but he couldn’t see what was happening, for his eyesight had gone, and then he slipped into silence. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As soon as he heard the shouting, Teshjin, Constable of Kondelious, rushed down the street and into the Red Ruby Tavern. He had lived in this town for a few years but was a Tredjard from the southern mountains, and having grown up near orc territories, he had seen more death and violence than he cared to remember. Because of his upbringing, his combat skills were unmatched in the deep, but as the scene in the tavern came into view, even he was shocked. 
 
    On the floor, several Kiredurks lay crumpled, some dead, others injured. Standing over them, a lone dwarf, splattered with blood and crazed with battle lust, dared anyone to approach. His deep voice reverberated over the stunned quiet of the crowd, and Teshjin moved to the edge of the group to face the brute, whom he now recognized as the nephew of Sondious, former Special Advisor to the Governor of the Deep Region and current Assistant to the Council of Dorkhun. 
 
    “You’ve proven enough,” he said, showing the Kiredurk his palms. “Let’s you and me go for a walk.” 
 
    “You can’t take me,” the nephew returned, clenching his fists. 
 
    “I don’t want to fight you, son.” 
 
    “So walk away.” 
 
    “You know I can’t do that.” 
 
    “Then bring it!” 
 
    With that, the Kiredurk charged. In one fluid motion, Teshjin drew his short club and sidestepped the rush. As the dwarf went by, he hit the nephew squarely in the back of the head. The thud was loud and nauseating. Teshjin waited for the white beard to collapse, but instead, he turned and smiled. 
 
    “That your best?” 
 
    This time, Teshjin made the first move, stepping forward and striking with the club. The Kiredurk blocked the blow, knocking the club from his hand, and grabbed him in a bear hug. The dwarf’s strength was unnatural, and the Tredjard’s ribs were beginning to crack. With all the strength he could muster, he jabbed the Kiredurk in the throat with his thumb, and the nephew released the bear hug and staggered backwards. The opening gave Teshjin the chance he needed, and he snatched the Kiredurk’s left wrist with both hands. With his right hand, he pinned the nephew’s thumb against his own forearm. Teshjin then used his left hand to drive the Kiredurk’s arm behind his back, pushing up and causing him to groan. Within moments, the Kiredurk was prone on the ground, begging the Tredjard to stop breaking his arm and wrist. 
 
    “Come over here,” Teshjin shouted at the nearest onlooker. 
 
    The terrified dwarf obeyed, and Teshjin barked for her to take a pair of shackles from the pouch around his waist and fasten the nephew’s legs. She fumbled with the latches but completed the task after a couple of tries. Then, Teshjin had her take a second pair and bind the nephew’s wrists. Again, her hands shook as she worked the mechanism, but within a few seconds, the crazed dwarf was fully restrained. The crowd, which had remained as still and quiet as the deepest tunnel during the fight, erupted in applause and cheering. 
 
    “Quit standing around like idiots and get help!” Teshjin yelled, motioning at the fallen dwarves. Then, to the nephew he growled, “Get on your feet.” 
 
    The Kiredurks obeyed, the crowd scattering to find healers and relatives and the nephew struggling to stand in the shackles. Teshjin found his club and returned it to his belt, and then, he looked at the dead dwarves. All were young, too young to have met their ends on the floor of a dirty tavern. What a miserable waste, he thought. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    One week later, Teshjin was in front of the magistrate, testifying as to what he had encountered. The barkeep and several others had already recounted their stories, and with each description, it became clear that, while the young farmer had drawn his axe, the nephew, a well-known bully and troublemaker, had goaded the boy into the fight. As such, the magistrate would not allow a plea of self-defense, and the nephew was charged with six acts of murder and seven more of assault. 
 
    Teshjin spoke clearly and succinctly, not allowing emotion to taint his testimony. The magistrate listened intently and jotted notes the entire time. The nephew sat across the room, guarded by several members of the local militia, and stared at the constable with a blank, cold expression. Teshjin maintained eye contact with the young killer throughout, hoping to see some glimmer of remorse. 
 
    “Thank you for speaking here, today,” the magistrate said when he finished. “And let me add that you are truly a hero of this region. We are fortunate to have you watching over us.” 
 
    “Thank you, but I just did my job,” Teshjin said, stepping away from the witness box. 
 
    “As for you,” the magistrate continued, shifting his attention to the nephew. “You disgust me. How many times have you sat here in front of me, and how many times have I begged you to change your ways? You had everything within your grasp. Your uncle is a very important person in Dorkhun, and you could have done so much good with your life. 
 
    “Instead, you murdered an innocent boy, and more than that, you’ve left his mother with nothing. What really disgusts me is that I can see in your face you don’t care at all. I’m recommending to the king that you be executed. Guards, take him back to his cell to await transport to Dorkhun.” 
 
    The nephew’s expression never changed. As the guards led the nephew away, Teshjin approached the magistrate. 
 
    “Sir, I want to assist in his transfer.” 
 
    “Why, Constable?” 
 
    “No offense to your soldiers, but they’re no match for this one. He’s a killer. To the core.” 
 
    “I see your point,” the magistrate returned, extending his hand. “I’ll grant you temporary supervision over the detail, and I’ll also speak to each guard personally so they understand you are in charge.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure he gets to Dorkhun and faces justice,” Teshjin said, shaking the magistrate’s hand. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re on our side,” the magistrate said. “It’s a shame he threw away his life like this.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two weeks later, Teshjin was in Dorkhun at the Halls of Gronwheil. The council assembly chamber was the most beautifully crafted room he had ever seen. The gray marble floor was so polished he could see his reflection, and the tapestries on the walls, each depicting a moment in Kiredurkian history, were more ornate and detailed works of art than he had imagined possible. He didn’t know enough of the history to know the actual stories, but the craftsmanship impressed him. As a Tredjard, he often thought the Kiredurks an inferior species because of their lack of fighting skills, but in this room, he realized that, while Tredjards had been forced to use all of their ingenuity and resources on warfare, these dwarves had been allowed to focus on more refined pursuits. For a moment, he saw that if the Kiredurks had been engaged in perpetual war for as long as his people, they too would be as accomplished with their blades. 
 
    On one side of the room, the king and the council sat behind a crescent-shaped row of stone tables. To Teshjin, the king, though fairly young, seemed wise and just. The council members were all much older and seemed to be more scholarly than wise, as if their knowledge came more from books than experience. To a battle-hardened Tredjard, this was the worst form of weakness. In the center of the room, shackled and bound in heavy irons, the accused faced them. His uncle, a thin and delicate Kiredurk whose countenance resembled the council members, sat beside him and served as his counsel. The only others in the room were Teshjin and the rest of the soldiers who had transported the criminal to the capital. The king read aloud the charges and the evidence report, both of which had been prepared by the magistrate of Kondelious, and when he finished, he asked Sondious to respond. 
 
    “My king,” the thin dwarf began, standing and briefly bowing his head. “My presence should not be mistaken as condoning my nephew’s actions. What he did is inexcusable. My only purpose at this preceding is to request that instead of execution he be banished.” 
 
    A moment of silence followed, and as Teshjin studied the king’s face, he felt admiration for the Kiredurk. 
 
    “Assistant Sondious,” the king finally responded. “You are well-respected by all in this room. You have served dutifully at every post you have held. Because of your standing, I’ll allow the council to vote on this matter, but before we do, I have a couple of questions for your nephew.” 
 
    “Thank you, my king,” Sondious said, motioning for the accused to stand. 
 
    “How many times have you been sent before us?” Kraganere asked. 
 
    “This is the fifth.” 
 
    “What were the previous charges?” 
 
    “Once for vandalism, twice for civic unrest, and once for disobedience.” 
 
    “And now murder and assault?” 
 
    “Yes,” the young dwarf returned, hanging his head. 
 
    “You are a Kiredurk of the Deep Region,” Kraganere said, his voice grave. “Given your uncle’s standing, you should be a leader in your community, not a cancer. While execution would fit this particular crime, I believe living in exile above ground is a far worse punishment for someone from the deep. That is my recommendation and my vote.” 
 
    Each member of the council agreed and voted with the king. Sondious thanked them for sparing his nephew’s life and then, without speaking to the disgraced young dwarf, left the chamber. 
 
    “Constable Teshjin, please come forward,” the king requested. The Tredjard crossed the room and stood in front of the king. “I personally request that you continue your service and escort this exile to the land of outcasts. Will you accept?” 
 
    “I’m honored.” 
 
    “Good. You may leave as soon as you have provisions for your men.” 
 
    On his trip from the southern mountains to the Kiredurk kingdom, Teshjin had traveled along the surface, so for him the trip to the eastern gate and down the mountain was nothing special. For the rest of the detail, it was their only opportunity to see above ground. Dwarves of the deep rarely travel out of their own region, and few ever set eyes on the sun, so for them, being part of this group raised their social standing and provided them a story they could pass down to their children and grandchildren. When they finally reached the border of Rugraknere, Teshjin stopped the group still inside the Kiredurk kingdom and then led the exile a few yards into the land of outcasts. 
 
    “You have two days’ rations, and I’ll leave the key for these shackles back at the border signpost.” 
 
    “Please, end my life now,” the nephew said, his eyes to the ground. “Don’t leave me up here like this.” 
 
    “That’s not my job.” Teshjin turned to walk away. 
 
    “I’m begging you.” 
 
    Teshjin stopped and looked back at the nephew. The young dwarf was as strong and agile as any Teshjin had met. Had he been born a Tredjard, he would have been a great warrior, highly decorated and revered. But as it were, he was a misfit among the Kiredurks. For a moment, Teshjin pitied him. 
 
    “Find your purpose,” Teshjin said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We all have a purpose in this life. What’s yours?” 
 
    “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “Maybe one day you will.” 
 
    With that, Teshjin turned away for good and started back home. As he passed the signpost, he dropped the keys on the ground. The detail walked for nearly three weeks to get back to Kondelious, and when they arrived, they were greeted as heroes. Teshjin continued as constable for many years, keeping the peace and protecting the town. He lived out his life as a local celebrity, known to all in the region as the dwarf that bested the Butcher of the Deep. 
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    Chapter 2 
 
    Nearing the River 
 
      
 
    The wagon thundered down the bumpy road, and Torkdohn drove the horses without mercy. Jase sat sideways in his seat, holding the buckboard and watching Molgheon in the cage. Even though they were separated by thick iron bars, he was terrified and wouldn’t get within arm’s reach. Molgheon sat as still as she could with her knees pulled up to her chest and her arms wrapped around her shins. This position kept her from bouncing too much and allowed her to study the structure of the cage. It had been forged by Kiredurk outcasts, few of whom were master blacksmiths, and while the iron itself was sound, the design and construction of the hinges had major flaws. 
 
    Each time the wagon bounced severely, the door would slide an inch, sometimes more, on the hinge, then crash back to its base. Molgheon could tell that with enough force, it would come off completely and create enough space to squeeze out. The weakling was of no concern, but once free, she would have to subdue Torkdohn quickly. From his years capturing slaves, he was cunning and dangerous, and she would have to fight him hand-to-hand. 
 
    She shifted her gaze to the wheels of the wagon, measuring the time from when the front hit a bump to when it jostled the rear. Once she had a good feel for the rhythm, she adjusted from the seated position into a crouch. She didn’t want Jase to realize what she was doing and warn Torkdohn, so she moved slowly, stretching several times as if her muscles were cramping from the cage being on its side. While the space was confined, she had been trained to relax her body in the most uncomfortable of stances, and during her years in the Resistance, she had spent many hours wedged into worse places. Once in a good position, she focused on the front wheels and waited. 
 
    When the wagon hit an especially hard rut, she launched herself against the back of the cage, timing so that she crashed into it just as the rear wheels bounced. As the cage flew out, she rolled into a tight ball, tucking her head between her knees and protecting her ears and temples with her arms. The cage hit the ground and flipped twice end over end. With each tumble, she struck against the thick bars, and blinding pains shot through her body. When it came to rest, she lay still for a moment, making sure none of her bones were broken. Then, she opened her eyes and got her bearings. 
 
    As hoped, the door had separated at the top hinge, and she pushed her way through the open space. She scrambled to her feet and faced the wagon, which had stopped a hundred yards away. Jase jumped out and hid behind the front wheel, but Torkdohn hopped to the ground and dug under his seat. Molgheon sprinted towards him, focusing on his arms and hands. He produced a crossbow from the wagon and loaded a bolt. As he locked it into firing position, Molgheon stopped thirty yards away and directed all her attention on his right hand, especially the tendon on his index finger. Time slowed, and her auburn hair fluttered in the light breeze. A grasshopper landed on her left foot and her hair covered half her face, but as Torkdohn leveled his aim, her focus did not waiver. 
 
    The instant his tendon flexed, she dove to her right, and the bolt whistled by. She rolled to her feet and sprinted for the old slave trader. He began loading another bolt, but she reached him before he could lock the wire over the firing mechanism. She kicked the crossbow from his hands, and it fell into the seat of the wagon. The old dwarf stumbled backwards a couple of steps but gathered himself quickly, drawing his dagger and crouching. 
 
    Seeing the blade, Molgheon held herself just beyond his reach and waited. He circled to her left, and she moved with him, staying out of reach. He feigned a couple of jabs, but she didn’t flinch, so he stepped into her, slicing horizontally. Molgheon stepped in as well, striking his right forearm with her left fist, causing him to lose his grip on the dagger. As the blade landed on the ground, she drove her right arm under his left and grabbed his tunic. Then, using her right hip as leverage, she flipped him to the ground. 
 
    The old dwarf grunted as he hit, but Molgheon didn’t give him a chance to recover. With as much strength as she could muster, she punched him in the chest, knocking the air from his lungs and stunning him. As he lay there gasping, she kicked him repeatedly. He tried to cover himself with his arms, but her fury was too much, and after four solid blows to the head, he was out cold. For good measure, Molgheon kicked him one more time in the ribs and then turned to find Jase. 
 
    As soon as the coward saw that Torkdohn was subdued, he jumped from his hiding spot and ran for a grove of trees several yards away. Calmly, Molgheon took the crossbow from the wagon and locked the bolt into place. She walked around the wagon to get a clear shot and aimed carefully. The bolt struck the back of his left thigh, sinking deeply into his hamstring. The weakling shrieked in pain and collapsed on the ground. As Molgheon approached, he thrashed around and screamed for someone to save him. 
 
    “Shut up,” she said, grabbing his hair and dragging him back to the wagon. 
 
    “Please, don’t kill me. I don’t want to die.” 
 
    “You should’ve thought of that before you locked me in a cage.” 
 
    “That wasn’t me.” 
 
    “You’re with him. That’s enough for me.” 
 
    She tied Jase to a wagon wheel and then dragged over Torkdohn, who was starting to stir, and secured him as well. Then, she unhitched a horse and led it to where the cage laid busted open on the ground. She fastened a leather strap from the bridle to an iron bar and led the horse back to the wagon, dragging the cage. She rummaged through several boxes under the wagon’s seat until she found a heavy mallet. Then, she pounded the hinge back into position and tested the door to make sure it was latched. Satisfied that it would hold, she went to Torkdohn and searched him for the key to open it properly. 
 
    The old dwarf was coming to his senses, so she smacked him in the head with the mallet and knocked him back out. Jase squirmed against his binding and whimpered again he didn’t want to die. Molgheon ignored him and turned the lock with the thick key. The door popped and groaned from the damaged hinge but opened enough to get both inside, so she undid Torkdohn’s lash and dragged him to it first. Then, she went back for Jase. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he whined. 
 
    “I’m gonna drown you in the river,” she returned flatly, untying his strap from the wheel and grabbing him by the hair. 
 
    “Please, no. Someone help.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “Please, I’m sick. I’m not even a fighter.” 
 
    “You should have thought of that before you struck my friend in the back.” 
 
    She dragged him to the cage and shoved him in on top of Torkdohn. The door popped and groaned again as she shut it, but the lock fastened tight, securing them inside. Then, she took the horse’s bridle and led it towards the river. In the distance, horses approached rapidly, but she didn’t care who they were or what they wanted. Her entire being was focused on watching these two sink in the Yuejdeon. Jase screamed hysterically, and the horse strained as the cage plowed against the uneven sod, but Molgheon walked calmly and steadily forward. 
 
    As she neared the bank, the approaching horses came up behind her. There were five horses total, each mounted by a Ghaldeon, and three carrying a Tredjard as well. Sliding down from the back of his mount, Leinjar shouted for her to stop, but she didn’t look at him, instead walking around the horse and cage and squatting at one end. Gripping the upper edge, she shoved with all her might to push the cage down the bank, but it didn’t budge. 
 
    “Wait, Molgheon!” Leinjar shouted, running to her. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Drowning these two in the river,” she returned, glancing over her shoulder at him. “Help me push this.” 
 
    “You can’t kill them.” 
 
    “I can and I will. One of you get down here and help me.” 
 
    “We swore to Roskin they’d be taken to Dorkhun for trial. Let him have his justice.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’ll feel it’s been served once they’re at the bottom. Someone help me.” 
 
    Leinjar motioned for them to stay on their horses, and the dwarves obeyed. They had taken the most solemn oath a dwarf can take that the two traitors would be caught before they crossed the river, and none intended to break it. 
 
    “They’ll be punished,” Leinjar said, kneeling beside her. “You can be certain.” 
 
    Molgheon had fought in countless battles, had survived for weeks in desperate wilderness, and had watched her husband die a slow, wretched death. She had suffered such torture that she could no longer stand the touch of another living thing. Despite all of that, when she had been locked in the cage by Torkdohn and the human captain from the Great Empire, she had never felt so forsaken. Something about the confinement overwhelmed her, and standing in that cage in the center of the logging town with a regiment of humans leering at her, she had vowed that she would kill both Torkdohn and the captain. Roskin had already taken care of the human, and though not by her own hand, she had greatly enjoyed watching Grussard’s blade strike him down. Now, she needed the fulfillment of watching the river take Torkdohn. 
 
    “We swore on our beards, Molgheon,” Leinjar said, leaning close. “We can’t let you do this.” 
 
    Molgheon stood and faced him, and he stepped back, raising his open palms toward her. She knotted her hands into fists and gritted her teeth. More than anything, she wanted to kill Jase and Torkdohn, wanted to hear the river take them, but deep inside, she knew Roskin deserved the chance to punish Torkdohn more than she. 
 
    “Fine,” she said, turning away. “Let the white beards kill them. What do I care how they die?” 
 
    “Do you know this area?” Leinjar asked, stepping closer. 
 
    “Well enough.” 
 
    “Can you guide us to the Kiredurks?” 
 
    Molgheon stared into the distance, trying to remember her one trip to the southern gate more than twenty years before. She knew the northern Ghaldeon lands up to the Snivegohn Valley as well as anyone but spent little time any farther north. She knew she could get them to the valley, but from there, they might need help. 
 
    “Just head west,” she said, not looking at him. “I can get us close.” 
 
    Leinjar motioned for the others to dismount and help him, and together, they loaded the cage into the wagon. In a matter of minutes, they had the wagon loaded and the horse hitched and were ready to turn back towards the Kiredurk Kingdom. Still angry, Molgheon refused to climb into the wagon, instead choosing to walk behind. Leinjar rode beside the cage, and the other two Tredjards got into the front to drive. The Ghaldeons remounted and rode two in front of the wagon, three behind. Because the horses had been driven hard, they settled on a slow pace, and the dwarves agreed that after the frenzied chase, this part of the trip was already better. After a few minutes, Torkdohn began to stir. 
 
    “You’ll regret not letting her kill me,” he said to Leinjar. “Mark my words.” 
 
    Molgheon started to shout at Torkdohn, but Leinjar spoke first. 
 
    “If you speak again, I’ll cut out your tongue myself,” he said. “I dare you to try me.” 
 
    Hatred flashed in the old Ghaldeon’s eyes, but he remained silent. 
 
    “That goes for you, too,” Leinjar said to Jase. “Both of you keep your mouths shut.” 
 
    The wagon groaned and popped as it moved along the uneven ground, and Molgheon watched the cage closely, making sure the old dwarf didn’t catch one of them off guard with some trick. Since she had planned on drowning them, she hadn’t searched either one properly, and there was no telling what Torkdohn might try. 
 
    Despite her legs being stiff and sore from confinement, she kept pace easily. Walking felt good, and after a couple of miles, her joints and muscles loosened up enough that the pain was mostly gone. In the distance, the western mountains rose high, the snow-capped peaks radiating golden light as the afternoon sun sank towards the horizon. The sight was the most welcome thing Molgheon had seen in many, many years. She was almost home. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Suvene was being hunted. He knew it, could feel the gaze as he stumbled up the steep, rocky path. He hadn’t seen whatever it was that stalked him, but it had been there for three days. Once or twice in his peripheral vision, he thought he had seen it rustle leaves in the underbrush, but by the time he had turned in that direction, the rustling had stopped, and the woods were as still and quiet as death, an unnatural silence that bothered him more than if he actually saw the creature. 
 
    A week had passed since he had escaped the orc guards who were supposed to escort him back to the fortress for punishment, and at first, he thought he was being chased by his own people, but when nothing happened on the first night, he realized it had to be something else. Soldiers would have rushed him and not let so much distance pass. This creature was taking its time, almost as if it were enjoying the hunt. 
 
    He continued up the trail, his legs and lungs burning from the climb, and as the third night approached, he scanned the mountainside for a good tree to sleep in. Through the day, he had managed to scavenge a few berries, but he was weak with hunger. If he didn’t find a good meal soon, he would become too weak to fend off his hunter. After everything he had survived, the thought of dying a predator’s prey before killing Crushaw tormented him. 
 
    To his right, a few yards off the trail he spotted a tall oak. Its base was wider than his arm-span, and its lowest branches were eleven feet off the ground and thick enough to support him. He fixed the shaft of the pike to his back and drew his two daggers. Then, using the daggers, he climbed to the first branch that was good enough to stretch out on. He drove the daggers deep into the bark of the trunk and, using strips of cloth from his shirt, tied the pike to the branch above. Satisfied that his weapons were secure, he leaned against the trunk and steadied himself. 
 
    He dug out the berries he had kept and chewed each one slowly, as if relishing them might offer more nourishment, but as soon as the last one was gone, his hunger roared more fiercely. How had his life come to this? He had been a loyal soldier and had stood toe-to-toe with the phantom on the Slithsythe Plantation. He had risked certain death to get word to the fortress of the approaching slaves and had tracked down the phantom in the Marshwogg lands. But here he was, a fugitive running from his own masters, starving in a tree, and hunted by a creature he couldn’t spot. None of it made any sense. 
 
    He looked around the forest floor for a hint of the predator, but there was no trace. After surveying the area, he was certain that this position offered him the best opportunity to defend himself. If something started up the tree, he was sure he would wake and be able to get the daggers drawn before anything could reach him. He stretched out as much as he could and got as comfortable as possible in the crook of a branch twelve feet off the ground, and within moments, before the sun had set, he was fast asleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Crushaw drove his hoe into a thick clod and carved out a weed to its deepest roots. Sweat dripped from his nose and forehead onto the hard dirt and disappeared as it hit the ground. He only had two and a half more rows to finish, and he wanted to be done before the hottest part of the day. He had more work to do in the evening, but now that his age was catching up to him, he didn’t like staying in the fields through the afternoon heat. 
 
    Behind him, he heard Kwarck approaching and pretended not to notice. Since Crushaw had returned, the old wizard had been trying to sneak up on him, but at each attempt, Crushaw had heard his footsteps, seen a rustle, or smelled the scent. After each failure, Kwarck had joked the next would be successful. Crushaw stepped to another plant and dug out a new weed, offering no hint he knew Kwarck was within a few feet. Then, with unnatural quickness for his age, he spun and faced the wizard. 
 
    “Your footsteps are too loud,” Crushaw said, laughing. 
 
    “Seems so. You’re quite keen.” 
 
    “In my youth, I could make out the slaves’ songs two fields over. Not anymore.” 
 
    “In my youth, I could see for many miles. It’s the elf in me. Haven’t been that sharp for some time. I brought you some water.” 
 
    Crushaw accepted the canteen from his friend and took a mouthful but didn’t swallow. He swished it around his mouth, letting his cheeks and gums absorb as much as they could before spitting. Then, he took a second drink and swallowed it slowly. He had learned that trick as a young boy in the fields. The elves had taught him that by rinsing his mouth first, the actual drink felt more satisfying and his mouth and throat wouldn’t feel quite as dry. He had followed the habit his entire life, unsure if it really worked or if he just believed it to be so. Handing the canteen back, he thanked Kwarck. 
 
    “Not at all. You earn it every day.” 
 
    “I want you to know. I’ve never had a real home before. You’ve been a true friend.” 
 
    Kwarck nodded silently, a look that told Crushaw the feeling was mutual. 
 
    “This elfish bond you spoke about, can you tell anything about Roskin?” 
 
    “As far as I can feel, he is safe. That’s all I know.” 
 
    “I wish I could’ve gone with him.” 
 
    “Don’t worry yourself. You made the right choice. This next part is his and his alone.” 
 
    “You’re right. You’re right, but still…” 
 
    “You trained him well. He’s as ready as possible to face this. Try not to worry.” 
 
    This time, Crushaw nodded silently and pointed at the field, indicating that he wanted to finish his task. 
 
    Smiling, Kwarck turned and started for the house, and Crushaw stared to the west for a moment. He hoped the young dwarf would be okay. To him, the whole situation seemed more than a conflict over Roskin, and he was certain more was at work than any of them knew. He refocused on the row in front of him and located the next weed. As he stepped closer, he heard Kwarck call from the edge of the field: 
 
    “Next time, Crushaw, you won’t hear me.” 
 
    Chuckling, the aged general struck the ground and ripped out the weed. The sun was nearing its apex, and the temperature was climbing, so he quickened his pace, moving down the row. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vishghu stopped at the river dividing the ogre clans from the Kiredurk Kingdom and let her buffalo drink. The Kiredurks called it the Ganheren River, but to ogres it was known as the Mother of Ice, for its source was said to be at the end of the world. After leaving Kwarck’s, she had ridden for six days to her village, but when she arrived, she had learned the clan leaders were at the front near the eastern gate. She had rested a few hours, enjoying the cool weather, then gathered enough provisions to get her to the gate and set out again. After having ridden for another week, she was now only a day’s ride from the front. 
 
    In her village, she had seen many wounded ogres and had heard terrible stories of the fighting. What surprised her most was the hatred her people showed for the dwarves that had been their closest ally for centuries. It was as if the ogres had turned all their anger at the Great Empire onto the Kiredurks. The thought bothered her, not just because she had seen Roskin’s valor and respected him personally, but also because she knew the humans had not stopped invading. The ogres couldn’t long survive a war on two fronts. 
 
    Once the buffalo had drunk well, she remounted and crossed into the Kiredurk Kingdom. She had been able to see the mountains on the horizon for a couple of days, but as she neared Erycke’s Peak, which rose 10,000 feet, she was truly in awe. The first mountains she had ever seen were those of the eastern range, but the highest she had seen was barely over 5,000 feet. At the time, she had been impressed by the majesty of those green and purple folds in the land. Now, staring at the gray and white jagged rock that seemed ripped from the ground itself, she was overcome by the beauty. 
 
    As the buffalo plodded along the stone road that wound around the base of the mountain, Vishghu saw thin columns of smoke in the near distance. The ogre camps were not too far away, so she rehearsed what she wanted to say to the matriarchs. She had been practicing for most of the trip, but now that she was close, anxiety and doubt crept into her thoughts. On the ride between Kwarck’s home and her village, she had been certain that she could persuade them, but now, her words felt weak and hollow. She wished Crushaw were with her. He could help make her argument stronger and clearer. Suddenly, two well-armed ogre males stepped from behind a grove of ponderosa pines and ordered her to halt. 
 
    “What’s your business on this road?” one asked. 
 
    “I need to speak to the matriarchs.” 
 
    “In case you haven’t heard, they’re a little busy.” 
 
    “I am welcome at their table.” 
 
    “That so?” 
 
    “I am Vishghu from the clan Ghlounsourhan. They will see me.” 
 
    “What’s your business?” 
 
    Part of Vishghu wanted to tell them about Roskin and Crushaw, the Slithsythe Plantation, the Battle for Hard Hope, and the Marshwoggs, but these two foot soldiers, who had been assigned to guard the least vulnerable part of the ogre formation, wouldn’t understand the significance of her story, so she steadied her gaze on the one she had discerned was of higher rank and spoke with all the authority she could summon: 
 
    “I bring news of Evil Blade.” 
 
    The two looked at each other, their shock obvious. Vishghu waited for them to speak, holding herself erect and projecting confidence as she had seen Crushaw do when he gave unpopular orders. Finally, the one of higher rank stepped aside. 
 
    “Ride ahead about half a mile,” he said. “You’ll find a small camp. One of them can take you to the matriarchs.” 
 
    “You have my thanks,” she returned, digging her heels into the buffalo’s sides to spur it forward. 
 
    As she rode away, the guards broke into a rushed conversation, debating what news she could have. The stone road turned steep, but the Kiredurks were master craftsmen, for the quality of the path didn’t change. As she climbed towards the camp, she glanced to her right and saw the northern plains stretching to the east. In early summer, the fields were still mostly green with swatches of yellow. The Mother of Ice wound through the open field, its course bordered by a thin line of trees on either bank. She was hardly more than 2,000 feet up the mountain, but the view was already spectacular. 
 
    She refocused on the trail and guided the buffalo forward. Not far ahead, she could make out voices in the camp, and soon after, she rounded a bend that leveled out into a clearing. Ogres sat in several groups of three and four, talking in low tones. From their faces and body language, Vishghu could tell that they had spent time at the front. As she neared, they eyed her warily, and she returned eye contact without smiling or showing emotion. Instead, she held herself as if she belonged there, too. She rode directly to the closest cluster and spoke: 
 
    “I need an escort to the Matriarchs.” 
 
    “We’re not pages,” one said, standing and stepping to within arm’s reach. Her companions also rose, and the other groups stared at the commotion. 
 
    “I’ve ridden for two weeks to deliver important news. I just need someone to lead me to them.” 
 
    “What sort of news?” 
 
    “That’s a matter for them,” Vishghu said, holding the other’s gaze. “I’m from the clan Ghlounsourhan. It’s very important.” 
 
    “Tell me, if your clan matriarch is part of this war, why is such a healthy, young warrior like yourself just now coming to the fight?” 
 
    “I was away from my village, serving my matriarch’s orders. I just learned of the war two weeks ago. I rode as hard as I could to get here.” 
 
    The other stared at Vishghu for several seconds, contemplating the story. Vishghu kept her ground and maintained eye contact. The others gripped their weapons, and several more stood and moved closer. Still, Vishghu showed no fear. Finally, the leader motioned for the group to relax. 
 
    “I like you, young one. You’ve served your matriarch well. I’ll lead you there myself.” 
 
    With that, she turned and started up the next rise on foot. As a sign of respect, Vishghu dismounted and, leading her buffalo by its bridle, followed. She caught up to her guide and settled into the same stride. After riding for nearly two weeks, her legs and back were stiff, and for the first few hundred yards, she limped noticeably. The steepness of the climb took her breath, and her thighs burned, but she managed to keep up. 
 
    “For someone not at the front, those are some serious scars,” the guide said as the slope lessened. 
 
    Vishghu flashed back to the Battle for Hard Hope, the moment when the last wave of orcs had overrun her position. She had believed herself already dead as they stabbed and beat her, but somehow, Crushaw had sensed her waning strength and had moved to her flank to assist. Before the orcs could deliver a fatal blow, he had single-handedly driven them off. 
 
    “Was that part of your service to your matriarch?” 
 
    “Yes,” Vishghu responded, unsure how to explain. 
 
    “Then, we’re lucky to finally have you here.” 
 
    As the road opened onto a level stretch, several guards stepped onto the path and halted them. The guide gave her clan name and explained the situation. One of the guards recognized her from the front and motioned for the others to step aside and let the pair through. He pointed to a line of trees and explained the matriarchs were in a clearing on the other side. The guide and Vishghu thanked him and moved in that direction. When they reached the trees, Vishghu tethered her buffalo to a sturdy branch, and then the two pushed through the thick branches. 
 
    In the clearing, a large camp had been erected with several tables and dozens of chairs. Various maps of the Kiredurk eastern gate were strewn on the tables, and clusters of matriarchs huddled around the maps, discussing strategies and debating tactics. From their faces and voices, Vishghu could see a recent battle had not gone well. She scanned the camp for her matriarch and found her at a table near the middle. Vishghu turned to the guide and thanked her. 
 
    “I’ll wait here for you,” the guide said. “In case you need anything.” 
 
    “You don’t have to.” 
 
    “I’ll confess. I’m curious about this news.” 
 
    Vishghu moved through the crowd to where she had spotted her clan leader, and as she neared the table, the ogre looked up and spotted her. A smile came over the matriarch’s face and she rose from her seat. 
 
    “Vishghu, you’re safe,” she said, hugging the young ogre. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Vishghu said, returning the hug. 
 
    “I was worried about you. You look thin, and what are all these scars?” 
 
    “It’s a long story.” 
 
    “Is Evil Blade dead?” 
 
    At the mention of the name, several other matriarchs stopped their conversations and turned their attention to them. 
 
    “No ma’am, but he is still at Kwarck’s. He will not leave.” 
 
    “Vishghu, you were under strict orders to stay with him until he died. He can’t be trusted.” 
 
    “He will not leave.” 
 
    “I picked you for this task because I thought you could handle it,” the matriarch’s voice droned with disappointment. “Why have you forsaken your duty?” 
 
    Vishghu gathered herself and leaned in close: 
 
    “Mother, we need to talk.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    A Son Returns 
 
      
 
    Master Sondious stared at the map, imagining the path the ogres would take along the northern ridge of the recently destroyed tunnel. Several reports indicated they were planning to retake the position and resume digging, and there were three main paths they could take. Each one offered them ample cover before they reached crossbow range, so Master Sondious wanted to ambush them before they could reach the tunnel, but he had to decide which was most likely for them to take. The Kiredurks could cover one and possibly two of the trails, but they didn’t have units for all three. 
 
    The chamber he sat in was nothing like the council room in Dorkhun. The table was a modest stone slab, large enough for eight dwarves at most, and the chairs, while well-crafted and cushioned, were purely functional. No decorations or ornaments adorned the walls. After months of spending twelve to sixteen hours a day in here, Master Sondious ached to see again the splendor of the Hall of Gronwheil. 
 
    Across the room, the king was lost in his own thoughts. Since Captain Roighwheil had brought news that Roskin had possibly been spotted in the realm of the outcasts, Kraganere had been useless during strategy sessions. Master Sondious had planned the tunnel attack alone, and it had worked flawlessly, destroying the mouth of the excavation and trapping inside at least three dozen ogres. If it had been left up to the king, the ogres would have already burrowed into the kingdom and overrun the defenses. Although he hadn’t spoken the thought, Master Sondious had begun to doubt the king’s ability to rule. 
 
    Now, he was left alone again to plan this battle, and while he had grown to enjoy developing the attacks, he didn’t like feeling unappreciated. Ever since his capture by and subsequent rescue from the ogres, Master Sondious felt that Kraganere no longer valued his service, as if somehow it were Master Sondious’s fault the kingdom were at war. Kraganere had said more than once that Master Sondious acted too aggressively and with too much venom, but Kraganere had not seen the savagery of the ogres firsthand. He was not the one who had been crippled by having his legs crushed by an ogre’s club, and he was not the one who had lain alone in snow for two days with no food or water. If Master Sondious did develop vicious battle tactics, it was only because he knew the darkness of the ogres’ hearts. And now, with this news of the heir, the king had even proposed that they postpone attacks and offer a truce. The very idea was preposterous. 
 
    Suddenly, outside the room, a great commotion arose, and he and the king looked at each other and then at the door. In a moment, Captain Roighwheil entered the chamber, a smile across his face, and bowed to the two. The king rose from his seat, and Master Sondious called for his assistant to help with his chair. 
 
    “What is this?” the king asked, his voice stern. 
 
    “Sir, sorry to interrupt…” 
 
    “We’ve grown accustomed to it,” Master Sondious muttered. 
 
    “But there’s a visitor to see you,” the captain continued, ignoring him. 
 
    With that he excused himself, backing out the doorway. A second later, a figure entered. He was taller than most dwarves but too short for a human, and his frame was thin and wiry. His left ear was mangled, his cheeks were sunken, and his beard was matted. His clothes were filthy, stained with splotches of mud and blood. His eyes flashed danger, making him the most wretched renegade Master Sondious had ever seen, and for several moments, the special advisor to the king had no idea who it was. 
 
    “Roskin?” the king half-exclaimed, half-asked. 
 
    “Hello, sir.” 
 
    Master Sondious’s mouth fell open, and he studied the figure, trying to find a familiar feature. The heir had left the picture of health and royalty, his skin smooth and soft, his mannerisms spoiled and pampered, his eyes naïve and youthful. This dwarf had none of that. 
 
    The king rushed across the room and embraced his son, sobbing audibly, a cross between ecstasy and despair. Roskin returned the embrace and cried, too. Master Sondious sat quietly. Though he couldn’t fully comprehend the moment, he respected how the king had missed his oldest child. 
 
    “I thought I had lost you,” the king said, leaning back but still holding Roskin’s shoulders. 
 
    “Me too, sir.” 
 
    “They said the ogres sold you to the orcs.” 
 
    “No, the ogres had nothing to do with it. I was captured by a Ghaldeon slave trader.” 
 
    “Captain Roighwheil,” the king called. Still smiling, the captain stepped back into the room. “Send a message to the ogres that we request a temporary truce.” 
 
    “You can’t do that!” Master Sondious yelled. 
 
    “My friend,” the king responded, his voice lowering in authority. “There’s no reason to continue this war.” 
 
    “If you surrender to them, you dishonor those who’ve fallen.” 
 
    “Master Sondious, we’re not surrendering. We’ve held our gate.” 
 
    “This war is my fault,” Roskin said, his voice cracking. “No one else needs to die.” 
 
    “They need to pay!” Master Sondious’s eyes widened with rage. 
 
    “That’s enough, Master Sondious,” the king said, gritting his teeth. “I have spoken.” 
 
    The king turned back to his captain and repeated the order. The captain saluted and hurried from the chamber. Kraganere called for his attendant and motioned for Roskin to sit. Roskin adjusted the sword at his waist and settled onto the chair. 
 
    “You look terrible, son,” the king said, taking his seat. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir.” 
 
    “Roskin, please, call me dad.” 
 
    “What can I get for you, my lord?” the attendant asked Roskin. 
 
    “Just some water. But will you check with my friends, too?” 
 
    The attendant excused himself, and Roskin turned to Master Sondious. 
 
    “It’s good to see you,” he said. 
 
    “It’s wonderful news that you’re safe,” Master Sondious returned, still fuming over the king’s reprimand. 
 
    “Son, please, tell me what happened.” 
 
    Roskin started into the story, beginning with his plans of finding Evil Blade. Master Sondious listened intently, leaning in as close as his chair would allow. The attendant returned with a pitcher of water and three tankards, and as Roskin resumed, the king interrupted several times, asking for more details about Roskin’s time with the outcasts and the ogres. When Roskin reached the point of arriving at the Slithsythe Plantation, he stopped, his voice catching in his throat. 
 
    “I can’t talk about that place,” he managed. 
 
    “It’s okay, Roskin,” Kraganere said, reaching over and touching his shoulder. 
 
    The heir composed himself and continued, explaining how Evil Blade, Vishghu, and Molgheon liberated the slaves and overran the orcs. Then, he described the Battle for Hard Hope, how Evil Blade lured the orcs into the narrow strip of land to even the odds, how Roskin had fought with Leinjar at the rear to cut off the orcs’ retreat. 
 
    “Most of my life, I’ve heard horror stories about Evil Blade, but he sounds like someone I’d like to meet,” the king said. 
 
    “Yes,” Master Sondious agreed. “He sounds nothing like the ogres describe.” 
 
    “He’s not.” 
 
    “Maybe we can bring him to Dorkhun to honor him for rescuing you.” 
 
    “There are others, too. Vishghu did as much as anyone for me. She deserves to be recognized.” 
 
    “Under the circumstances, I’m not sure we could invite an ogre into the kingdom for some time.” 
 
    “If ever,” Master Sondious added. 
 
    Roskin leaned back in his seat and stared at the ceiling. For a moment, Master Sondious saw a glimmer of the Roskin who had left a little over a year before, but as quickly as it came, the glimmer faded. The special advisor could see the pain in the young dwarf’s eyes, a deep wound that could never fully heal. He wanted to tell him that he too understood that kind of suffering. He wanted to tell him about his own ordeal; how he had believed himself already dead; how his legs ached every moment of every day; how he woke most nights from the same nightmare. He knew Roskin would understand in a way the king couldn’t, and more than anything else, he needed to share it with someone who had been through something similar. 
 
    “There’s someone I want you to meet,” Roskin said, rising from his seat. 
 
    The heir went to the door and called to his friends. Then, he returned to the table and stood near his father and the special advisor. In a moment, a new figure came through the doorway. This dwarf was also very thin but in a more toned, muscular way. His left arm was missing from just below the elbow, but he carried himself with grace and dignity. Master Sondious immediately recognized him as the great nephew of the lost Ghaldeon king. When Bordorn had been a youth in exile in Dorkhun, Master Sondious, who then was only an assistant to the council, had served as his tutor, teaching him about government and politics. As well as Master Sondious could remember, Bordorn had been an excellent student, and the two had been fond of each other. 
 
    Then, a Kiredurk entered the room, a thickly muscled and imposing dwarf whose very walk warned of trouble. His white beard was braided in two long strands, and his cheeks were damaged from too much sun exposure. Even though it had been many years since Master Sondious had seen him, he recognized his nephew immediately, and he wanted to embrace his kin but hoped the king didn’t recognize him, too. 
 
    “You remember Bordorn,” Roskin said to the king. 
 
    “Yes,” Kraganere responded, rising and shaking hands with Bordorn. He hadn’t yet looked at Master Sondious’s nephew. 
 
    “And this is Krondious,” Roskin continued, gesturing at the white beard. 
 
    “You,” Kraganere said, stepping back, his face tightening. “What’s the meaning of this?” 
 
    “He is…” Roskin began, but the king cut him off. 
 
    “I know who he is. The Butcher of the Deep! Guards!” 
 
    Several well-armed Kiredurks rushed into the room, axes drawn. Krondious turned to face them, reaching for his own weapon, but Roskin jumped between the guards and the nephew. Bordorn stood frozen, and Master Sondious’s assistant pulled his chair as far back as it would go. 
 
    “Call them off!” Roskin screamed. 
 
    “Get out of the way!” Kraganere yelled back. 
 
    Krondious got his axe from its loop and drew back, but Roskin grabbed his arm just under the elbow and held him. 
 
    “Krondious, stand down!” Roskin shouted, struggling to keep his grip on the nephew’s powerful arm. 
 
    Krondious suddenly relaxed, focusing on Roskin’s face. In a lower tone, Roskin repeated the order, and Krondious lowered his axe. In all his years, Master Sondious had never seen anyone control his nephew that way. 
 
    “He’s with me,” Roskin said to the king. “Call them off.” 
 
    “I can’t do that, son.” 
 
    “He saved my life.” 
 
    “He’s a villain and an exile. Guards, shackle him.” 
 
    “No!” Roskin screamed. 
 
    The guards circled them, and two readied sets of shackles, one for his arms and the other for his legs. Krondious stood still as stone, not resisting. 
 
    “Don’t hurt him,” Roskin barked. 
 
    The guards attached the shackles, and the king moved over and grabbed Roskin. He pulled his son from the throng and pushed him against the wall. 
 
    “Don’t fight them, Krondious,” Roskin called. “I’ll get you out of this.” 
 
    Krondious nodded his understanding and let the guards put his arms behind his back and connect the bindings. Once he was bound, the king ordered them to take him to a holding room down the hall. One guard pushed Krondious in the back to force him forward, and the nephew stumbled from the tightness of the chain between his ankles. The guard drew back to strike him, but Roskin broke the king’s grasp and rushed the guard. 
 
    “If you touch him, I’ll tear you apart,” Roskin threatened, his voice reverberating off the walls. 
 
    The guard jumped back, his eyes wide. 
 
    “Don’t hurt him,” the king said. “Just get him to the room. Roskin, sit down!” 
 
    The heir turned to his father and glared at him, not the look of spoiled nobility who hasn’t gotten his way as before. This look was different. It was mature, wise, and pained. Roskin stood still for several moments, and the king stared back, his expression torn between the love for his son and his duty as king. 
 
    “He knew the penalty for returning,” the king spoke at last. 
 
    “I brought him here. I needed soldiers in Rugraknere, so I offered a full pardon to any who would fight beside me.” 
 
    “He’s the Butcher of the Deep, Roskin. He killed six dwarves in a drunken rage, injured several more. I only spared his life out of respect for Master Sondious.” 
 
    “He swore his life to mine,” Roskin said, stepping closer and clenching his jaw. “He’s not that person anymore.” 
 
    “For what it’s worth, your highness,” Bordorn finally spoke. “He did save our lives, and he did swear an oath to Pepper Beard.” 
 
    The king sighed and asked Master Sondious what he thought. 
 
    “I’ve never defended my nephew’s actions. He shamed our family’s name.” 
 
    “He’s different, now,” Roskin pleaded. “He defended me when none of the other exiles wanted to. He respected you for your fairness. He risked his life to help me.” 
 
    “I will consider all that,” the king said, slumping in his chair. “You must be exhausted. Go get fresh clothes and a good meal. We’ll discuss this later.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Roskin hissed, turning for the door. 
 
    Once Roskin and Bordorn were gone, Master Sondious told his assistant to push him back to the table. Though the king had called for a truce, he didn’t believe the ogres would honor it, so he wanted to finish his plans to defend the destroyed tunnel. Kraganere looked at him as he picked up a map. 
 
    “The war is over,” the king said, his tone low and serious. 
 
    “Of course, but just in case they don’t accept your terms, I think we should be prepared.” 
 
    “Am I or am I not your king?” 
 
    Master Sondious looked up from the map and made eye contact with his old friend. Master Sondious wanted to remind the king that he had been the one who had tried to avoid war, that he had been the one who had gone to the ogres with an offer of peace before the fighting had begun. He wanted to remind the king that Kraganere’s own irrational grief for his son had brought this about. Instead, he dropped the map onto the table and smiled. 
 
    “My friend, you’re right. Roskin is safe. We’ve no need to keep fighting.” 
 
    The king nodded his approval and rose from his seat. Then, he strode from the room without a word. Master Sondious watched him go, thinking to himself the king had proven more than once that when his emotions were stirred, he was not a competent ruler. Then, he reached down and picked up the map. Truce or not, the Kiredurks would be prepared to keep the ogres from resuming the tunnel. 
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    Chapter 4 
 
    To Protect His Family 
 
      
 
    Leinjar kissed his oldest son on the forehead and tucked the wool blanket under his chin. The boy was already asleep, his bottom lip sucking in under his tongue as he did every night. Leinjar lingered there for a few heartbeats, then stepped over to the baby’s crib and stared down at him. He was scared to touch the baby because he was such a light sleeper and difficult to get back to sleep, so Leinjar contented himself with gazing into the face that could be his own. The baby rolled onto his side and stretched his legs but didn’t wake, so Leinjar crept away, smiling. 
 
    In the master bedroom, his wife was already asleep, her back to his empty spot. This was the third night in a row that he had stayed late at the barracks, preparing for an impending orc attack. The farmers on the surface had fled underground four days earlier, spreading news of a massive force marching to the gate, and as first sergeant, Leinjar was responsible for preparations. Still, his wife wasn’t happy he had barely been home. For a moment, he thought about waking her to talk, but she had been chasing the children all day and wouldn’t appreciate the interruption to her much needed rest. 
 
    He unbuckled his chest plate and lifted it over his head. After placing it on the dresser, he removed the vambrace on his forearms and set them to the right of the plate. Then, he unclipped his beard piece and laid it on the left. As a sergeant, his clip was silver, fashioned into a halberd. In Tredjard society, beard pieces signify social status, and while his was not as ornate as the captain’s, he had worked hard to earn it. As he reached to unbuckle his pants belt, the barracks’ alarm sounded, loud and imposing in the still of night. From his crib, the baby started crying. 
 
    “Lorshia, wake up,” Leinjar called, grabbing his beard clip. 
 
    “Are you home?” 
 
    “The alarm,” he returned, unsure what else to say. 
 
    “It’s probably another false one,” she said, but the fear in her eyes showed that she didn’t believe it. 
 
    “Take the children to the shelter.” 
 
    She climbed from bed and reached for her clothes, and for a moment, Leinjar looked at the thin sheen of sweat on her caramel skin. He wanted to hug and kiss and tell how much he loved her, but there wasn’t time. 
 
    “Please, get them out of here,” he said, his voice sharper than intended. 
 
    She ran to the children’s room and lifted the baby from his crib and then roused the oldest. 
 
    “I’ll come for you when the battle is over,” Leinjar offered as he tightened the straps on his vambrace. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, moving to the front door with the baby on her left shoulder and the oldest clutching her right hand. 
 
    “Daddy, come with us,” the oldest said, trying to pull away. 
 
    Leinjar stared at his sons, wishing with all his heart that he could go with them to the shelter and play their nightly games, riding them on his shoulders and letting them jump on his belly. 
 
    “Daddy has to keep us safe,” Lorshia said to the toddler. 
 
    “I love you, son. Daddy’ll be there soon.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Lorshia said to him. 
 
    “They’ll regret coming to this gate. Now, please, get going.” 
 
    She made a game of having the oldest open the front door, and a heartbeat later, the three of them were gone. As he adjusted his chest plate, Leinjar glared at the closed door and fought against the scream building in his stomach. He grabbed his halberd from its rack in the hallway and hustled after them. Instead of turning right towards the shelter, he turned left towards the barracks. 
 
    The streets were full of dwarves, an odd sight for this time of night, and the sounds of chaos were overwhelming: mother’s calling children; babies crying; elderly singing old battle songs; soldiers shouting orders. Leinjar blocked out the din and focused on pushing through the crowd to reach his station. As he made his way, some dwarves begged him for protection, others wished him luck, while others asked to join the fight. He ignored them all, going through his objectives in his mind. 
 
    The captain had gone to a military meeting in the capital and wouldn’t return for at least another week, so Leinjar was the highest ranking soldier on duty. As such, he had to lead these dwarves, most of whom had never fought in a serious battle, and keep them centered on their duty. First, he had to make a quick roll call, followed by a status report from the sentry who sounded the alarm. Then, he needed to station the archers and check their equipment. After the archers, he had to align the infantry and also check their weapons. Finally, he had to keep them at the gate for as long as possible regardless of the force they faced. They had been rehearsing for three days, but from past battles, he knew that sometimes when metal clashed, nerves undid even the best of training. He had to stay focused. 
 
    At the barracks, soldiers moved in every direction, grabbing weapons, adjusting armor, fetching water, and settling into formation. He barked for them to get ready for roll call, his voice booming over the cacophony, and in a matter of seconds, their motions resembled order. He moved to his stand at the front and grabbed his duty roster from the shelf. He boomed again for them to line up, and the stragglers rushed into position. Quickly, he called off the names, and all fifty-three were accounted for. Then, with the group assembled, he called the sentry to report. The young dwarf approached the stand. 
 
    “They’re at the base of the hill, not more than half a mile,” the sentry said, leaning close, his eyes wild with fear. 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “A thousand,” the sentry whispered. “Maybe more.” 
 
    Leinjar looked at the dwarf, wondering about the validity of his estimate. A force that large hadn’t pushed this far north in a hundred years. After reading the sentry’s face, he realized that, if anything, the young Tredjard was underestimating the number. 
 
    “I need two runners,” Leinjar called to the unit. “The two fastest, now!” 
 
    Two dwarves rushed to his stand and saluted. 
 
    “You, go to the shelter and tell everyone there to flee to Torjhien. Tell them not to delay, and escort them yourself. No loafing.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “My family is there so move your backside. Go!” 
 
    The dwarf saluted and sprinted away in the direction of the shelter, and Leinjar watched him leave before turning to the other. 
 
    “You, go to Stoljehn. Tell them to send every unit to this gate. Tell them we’ll hold as long as we can.” 
 
    The dwarf also saluted and sprinted away. The remaining soldiers whispered amongst themselves, and palpable tension rippled through the lines. Leinjar composed himself and banged on his stand. 
 
    “Every Tredjard at this gate,” he bellowed. “Shut your mouth and listen.” 
 
    The whispers fell silent. 
 
    “Our job is to hold this gate. We fight for those who can’t, for our friends, for our families. You are Tredjards, dark beards of the southern mountains. We do not fear orcs.” 
 
    The soldiers cheered and raised their weapons above their heads. 
 
    “Get to your positions and be ready.” 
 
    The archers moved to their perches, two rows of wooden scaffolds set back from and on either side of the gate. The infantry fell into place beneath the scaffolds, forming an arc around the entrance. Leinjar followed the archers and checked each dwarf’s crossbow and quiver. Satisfied that all twenty were ready, he climbed down and walked through the infantry, adjusting armor on some, repositioning others, and giving words of encouragement to all. When he completed the inspection, he took his place in the center of the arc. 
 
    “They come for slaves,” he called. “Don’t get taken alive.” 
 
    The soldiers readied themselves, and no one spoke. The only sounds were those of their own breathing, and as the minutes stretched on, Leinjar began to think that maybe the orcs had turned back south to another gate. Then, the faint sound of marching reached him, hundreds of feet moving in unison and armor clanging. At first the sound was pleasant, and as a well-trained soldier he admired the precision of it, but as the orcs got closer, the noise grew louder and more ominous, much the way thunder becomes more threatening the closer a storm gets. Then, the marching stopped and was followed by a voice hissing orders in orcish. 
 
    Suddenly, the first wave appeared at the gate with a battering ram. It was a recently felled tree with an iron cap fashioned on one end and several branches left to serve as handles. At least a dozen orcs charged the iron gate with the ram. Leinjar called for a volley from the archers, and they fired as one, the bolts whistling through the bars and striking the orcs near the front. The ram slammed into the gate with a crash, and the bodies of the front orcs were thrust against the bars. As the ram retreated a few steps, their broken bodies slumped to the ground. 
 
    The archers reloaded their crossbows, but the ram got in two solid blows before they could get off another shot. The gate was damaged beyond repair, so Leinjar called for the archers to hold fire. The ram thudded against the gate a fourth time, and its hinges gave. The Tredjard infantry readied their halberds, and the archers took aim. Leinjar called for them to fire in waves so there would be a constant volley coming down, and the head archer signaled his understanding and repeated the order. 
 
    A moment later, the first orcs came through the broken gate. They were armed with heavy clubs meant to subdue the dwarves. The archers unleashed the first wave, and the orcs fell in the entranceway, but more poured in. The second wave fired, and more orcs fell, but as soon as one fell, another pushed through. While the first and second waves reloaded, the third fired, but enough orcs had stormed through to reach the infantry. 
 
    Leinjar ordered his men forward, and with their halberds the Tredjards hacked and stabbed the orcs. For several minutes, they easily held the gate, and dozens upon dozens of orcs lay dead, but there was no end to the charge. A Tredjard to his left yelled above the noise: 
 
    “Sir, we have to fall back!” 
 
    “No!” Leinjar screamed, striking an orc. “We hold this gate to the last dwarf.” 
 
    “There’s too many!” 
 
    “Then, we die here,” Leinjar answered. 
 
    In his peripheral vision, he could see that several dwarves had been taken, and the flanks near the gate were being pushed back. In his heart, he knew they wouldn’t last much longer. The remaining infantry was tiring from the onslaught, and the archers were nearly out of bolts, but he knew that even if they retreated, they would quickly be overrun anywhere in town. Their best strategy was to give the people in the shelter as much of a head start as possible and hope the soldiers from Torjhien and Stoljehn would hold their tunnels. 
 
    Despite the fatigue in his arms, he moved forward, rallying those nearby to make one last push. From deep in his chest, he screamed for the Tredjards to fight, and several voices answered. Archers jumped from the scaffolds into the melee and drew their daggers, and for a few moments, the dwarves drove the orcs all the way to the broken gate, but the enemy was too many. Fresh troops appeared in the doorway, climbing over dead bodies. As soon as the Tredjards reached the gate, they were pushed back by the new wave. Leinjar tried to stand his ground, but he slipped in a pool of blood and landed on his backside. He struggled to get up, but a sudden thud struck the side of his head, and then all went black. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He awoke on the surface, shivering in the cold of dawn. His armor and beard piece were missing, and his arms and legs were bound by heavy irons. All around, dozens of his soldiers were held in similar chains. Some were awake, some asleep, and others near death. He tried to count how many were there, but his mind was foggy, and each time he lost track around twenty. By his best estimate, there were probably forty of them. He tried to stand, but two orcs rushed over. 
 
    “Stay down,” one said in the common language, jabbing him in the mouth with a club. 
 
    Leinjar’s head snapped back, and his mouth filled with blood. 
 
    “You not try again that,” the orc added, his accent poor. 
 
    Leinjar sat still, staring at the ground and spitting blood. His worst fear had come to life; he had been taken alive. He thought about his wife and children, hoping desperately they had made it to safety. The townsfolk had probably had a half hour head start, and if anyone had kept their wits enough to close the gates in the tunnel, that could have bought more time. Torjhien was a major city with a force significant enough to withstand even that invasion. If they made it there, they were safe. 
 
    He raised his head and looked around. The sun was just beginning to lighten the horizon, and the terrain was becoming more visible. They were still in Tredjard territory, hardly a mile from the gate. How had the orcs pushed this far north? The reason his gate was so sparsely guarded was because no one believed it susceptible to an immense attack. He had served there for two years and had barely seen any action. Before he had made sergeant, he had served in the infantry at Stahljein to the south, where attacks were regular, and had fought in dozens of battles. When he had been transferred to this gate, he had felt slighted because he had moved so far from combat, believing he would not get the opportunity to rise higher in rank. 
 
    “On your feet,” an orc barked, walking through the Tredjards and kicking their legs. 
 
    Leinjar, woozy and disoriented, struggled to stand, and the dwarf beside him, an archer who had only been in service for a couple of months, steadied him. Scared to speak, Leinjar nodded his thanks, and the young dwarf nodded back. Then, the orc ordered them to march, so the dwarves shuffled forward in their chains. They marched for two hours without stopping, and each time one would slip or lose pace, those closest would keep him on his feet. When the precession finally stopped, the orcs brought them a barrel of water and let them drink, but no food was offered. 
 
    “We’re done for,” one dwarf said to Leinjar. 
 
    “You’re a Tredjard,” Leinjar returned. “Conduct yourself.” 
 
    “We should’ve fallen back to the tunnels.” 
 
    “We did our job,” Leinjar said. “We gave the others a chance.” 
 
    “Nonsense.” 
 
    “We held them long enough,” the archer from before said. “The sergeant was right to hold the gate.” 
 
    “What do you know, green pea? Thanks to him we’re in chains.” 
 
    The orc that had struck Leinjar earlier grabbed the disgruntled dwarf by the hair and spun him around. In his chains, the dwarf couldn’t resist, and the orc smashed his face with its club. The dwarf slumped to his knees, and the orc struck him again on top of the head. The dwarf crumpled into a pile and lay twitching. 
 
    “No talk,” the orc said, waving his club at Leinjar and the archer. 
 
    Then, the orc called for the barrel to be taken to the wagon at the front and barked for the dwarves to resume marching. They marched until the sun was at its zenith, then paused for more water. No one spoke, not even a whisper. In the distance to the south, a thick column of smoke rose into the sky, and Leinjar calculated it must be the fortress near Turljein. That was the only explanation for how the orcs had pushed to his gate with such a massive force. If they’d razed the fortress, there wouldn’t have been much to slow them. He couldn’t imagine the size of the force it would have taken to conquer the fortress. 
 
    After a few minutes rest, they continued marching. The orcs pushed them hard but not to the point of exhaustion, stopping for water every couple of hours. As the sun set, several loaves of dark bread were tossed onto the ground, and the Tredjards scrambled to grab it. Leinjar got a full loaf and divided it into quarters, then gave three portions to dwarves who hadn’t been able to push into the pile. He found a decent spot on the uneven ground and sat down to eat. 
 
    The bread was gone in a couple of bites and did little for his hunger, but Leinjar didn’t care. His thoughts were with his family. He had not spent a night away from his children since his transfer from Stahljein, and even then, he had not been away from his oldest for more than two nights. He fought against his darkest fears that something had happened to them and imagined them safe and warm and well-fed in Torjhien. The thought gave him a little comfort, but he couldn’t undo the knot in his stomach. It burned and ached, not from hunger, but from the terror that he had failed to protect his family, and now that he was in chains, there was nothing he could do. 
 
    Once the sun set, he fell asleep quickly, but it was a fitful, restless slumber, and after a couple of hours, he bolted up from the dew-damp ground. His hands shook, and the knot in his stomach tightened. He looked around at the other Tredjards, unsure what to do. Every instinct roared for him to return to his sons, to make sure they were safe in their beds, but the irons that bound his wrists and ankles were too solid. For the rest of the night, he sat there, crying. 
 
    When the sun rose, he was exhausted, but the orcs shouted for them to march, so he staggered to his feet and moved forward. That day proceeded much like the previous, but in the late afternoon, a line of wagons appeared in the distance, and the orcs cheered. By sunset, they reached the wagons and were greeted by a new group of orcs that inspected each dwarf and ordered them one by one to board specific wagons. Leinjar climbed inside, happy to see the young archer was there. He sat beside him and waited for whatever was going to happen. 
 
    After several minutes, an orc tossed several more loaves of bread in with them and set a barrel of water on the floor. The dwarves scrambled for the food and, in their haste, spilled much of the water, but after two days of marching, they were too hungry to care. Leinjar ate half of his loaf and tucked the other half inside his blood-soaked tunic just in case they weren’t offered more food. The archer saw what he had done and followed his lead. 
 
    Four orcs returned to the wagon and lifted the steel ramp to close them in. As it slammed shut, the inside of the wagon went dark, and panic ran through him. Outside, the orcs fastened locks to secure the ramp, and he struggled to regain his composure. Then, the wagon lurched forward, jostling them against each other, and the dwarves shoved each other and growled curses back and forth. The tension continued to rise until the archer shouted: 
 
    “Settle down! We’re still dwarves, not beasts!” 
 
    “He’s right,” another dwarf returned in the darkness. “Let’s keep our wits.” 
 
    The others grumbled their agreement, and several apologized to each other. For a moment, Leinjar imagined they were inside the barracks, arguing over sleeping arrangements, but the knot in his stomach and the trembling in his hands quickly reminded him he was as far from there as he could be. He hung his head and stared into the blackness. 
 
    “Sir, what should we do?” the archer asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he answered. “I don’t have any answers.” 
 
    “You’ll think of something.” 
 
    “I wish they’d taken my life,” he said, his voice low and distant. 
 
    “Don’t say that. It’s awful to think.” 
 
    Leinjar didn’t respond. Everything that mattered to him was gone, probably lost forever – his rank, his post, his soldiers, his wife, his children – he would never know these things again. Never in his life had he wished to be dead, but in the back of the wagon in darkness like the deep, he hated being alive. 
 
    “Where are they taking us?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. He cared little for the world outside the Tredjard lands and hadn’t bothered to learn geography. 
 
    “I’ll tell you where,” a dwarf said from the front. “Koshlonsen.” 
 
    “Where’s that?” the archer asked. 
 
    “Somewhere we never wanted to see,” the dwarf answered. 
 
    “No more questions,” Leinjar huffed. 
 
    The dwarves fell silent, and the sounds of the wagon rolling along the uneven ground were loud and merciless. One by one, they stretched out as best they could in the tight quarters and tried to rest. Leinjar feel asleep, too, but a couple of hours later, he sat up again and called for his sons. Another dwarf snapped for him to keep quiet, and he curled into the fetal position and fought against the waves of anxiety coursing through him. Each time a wave would pass, he would gain a moment of poise, but then, another wave would wash through him and cause the trembling to resume. In that manner, he lay on the floor of the wagon wide awake for the second night in a row. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By the time he reached the Slithsythe Plantation, time had ceased to matter. The trip to Koshlonsen had taken over a month, and he had remained on the auction block for several days. He hadn’t slept a full night’s sleep since his capture and spent most of his days sitting and staring at nothing. No orc wanted such a lethargic, grief-stricken dwarf. Finally, a squat orc with a bad limp had stopped at his stall and inspected his physique and made an offer to the trader. After much haggling, Leinjar was sold for a small pile of copper coins. 
 
    When he reached the plantation, he and three other slaves were stripped and lined up single file. One by one, they were branded, and when the hot metal touched his hip, Leinjar howled. Then, a dozen well-armed orcs surrounded him and pointed for him to march across the manicured grass to the edge of the fields. They led him to an enormous iron cage with razor blades and spikes ringing the top. The orcs shouted for the Tredjards inside to stand on the far end of the cage, and the dwarves obeyed. Then, ten orcs stood near the door, their pikes readied for any who might charge. One orc unlocked the door, and another shoved Leinjar inside. Behind him, the door slammed shut and was quickly locked. 
 
    The ground was packed hard and stank of rotten food and feces, and Leinjar stood frozen, not sure if he should introduce himself or hide in the rectangular building in the center of the cage. Once the orcs were gone, the Tredjards approached him, and one very muscular dwarf, who clearly was their leader, stepped so close their noses touched. 
 
    “These are the rules,” the dwarf said with rotten breath. “We fight for meat. You fight well, we let you live. You don’t, we squeeze you through those bars. Understand?” 
 
    Leinjar stared blankly. Part of him wanted the dwarves to kill him. 
 
    “Are you stupid?” the dwarf asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then, you best answer me.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “We start practice soon. Be ready.” 
 
    With that, the dwarf turned and strode across the cage, and the others followed him, some glaring at Leinjar with expressions that made him shiver. He walked to the rectangular room and went inside. There were no furnishings or decorations, save a few crude drawings on the walls, and the dirt floor was packed as hard as the rest of the ground inside the cage. Leinjar went to the far corner and lay down, curling into the fetal position. He had heard rumors at Koshlonsen that the orcs had overrun many cities, taking all of the adult males as slaves and some of the female but killing all the children and elderly. But no one knew anything about Torjhien, and not knowing his children’s fate was the most torture. He buried his face in his arm and sobbed. 
 
    “What kind of sissy have they thrown in here?” the leader of the cage said, standing over him. 
 
    “Just leave me alone,” Leinjar said. “I’ve lost everything.” 
 
    “We’re starting practice. On your feet or I’ll stomp you where you lay.” 
 
    “I just want my life back,” Leinjar said, looking up. His face was streaked with tears and snot flowed from his nose. 
 
    “Get this through your head, whoever you were is gone. Here you either fight and survive or you die a very painful death.” 
 
    “I couldn’t protect my family.” 
 
    “Your family is dead,” the dwarf returned. His face was checkered with scars, and he was missing several teeth. 
 
    “Don’t say that.” 
 
    “On your feet,” the dwarf said, reaching down and grabbing Leinjar’s beard. 
 
    An image of his children flashed through his head, and the empty cavern where his heart had been ached with a pain he couldn’t comprehend. The knot in his stomach swelled until he thought he would explode, and as the leader pulled on his beard, his pain morphed into anger. Suddenly, he stopped crying and stared at the leader, his eyes wide with rage. 
 
    “Stand up,” the leader said, his voice low and threatening. 
 
    Leinjar sprang to his feet and struck the leader in the forearm, knocking his grasp from Leinjar’s beard. Before the leader could recover, Leinjar struck him in the chest, knocking the wind from him. The dwarf stumbled backwards from surprise, and Leinjar drove into him with all he had. Something inside him had broken, and he couldn’t control the fury. He pounded on the leader with every ounce of strength, forcing the bigger dwarf across the room and against the wall. As the dwarf slid down the wall, bleeding and wheezing, the other dwarves charged into the room and wrestled Leinjar to the ground. 
 
    “Get off me!” Leinjar screamed, struggling against their weight. The dwarves held him still until he stopped moving. 
 
    The leader spit out a mouthful of blood and pulled himself to his hands and knees. He glared at Leinjar for several heartbeats, but then, a smile slowly spread across his face. 
 
    “That’s more like it,” he said. “Let him up.” 
 
    The dwarves obeyed, and Leinjar scrambled to his feet, turning to face them. 
 
    “Save your energy,” the leader said, staggering to his feet. “It’s time to practice.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leinjar stared south as the wagon wound up the mountain road. He hadn’t thought about his children in many years. After a few years in the cage, he had found it easier to pretend he had never lived anywhere else, and after several more years, he had convinced himself it was the truth. If they had survived, they would be close to adulthood. He imagined them as strong, young warriors, and the thought comforted him. He took a deep breath and savored the air of the western mountains. Even though these weren’t his mountains, he was glad to be back in dwarven lands. 
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    Chapter 5 
 
    An Unexpected Ally 
 
      
 
    Suvene awoke with a start and almost fell from his branch. The moonlight shone through the trees, illuminating more than he expected, and the shadows around him danced from a light breeze. He reached for his daggers, but they weren’t where he had left them. Then, he grabbed for his pike, but it was missing, too. He looked down and saw all three weapons on the forest floor, reflecting moonlight. His heart skipped a beat, and his breath caught in his throat. If he dropped from the branch, he might be able to grab them before the predator got him, but the drop was far and the slope was steep. There was no telling if he might twist his ankle or worse. 
 
    “Why do you look so scared?” a soft voice asked from the darkness. 
 
    Suvene held as still as he could. Whatever this creature was, it knew the civilized tongue, and though the voice seemed gentle, he knew from the marshes that predators often lured prey with such ruses. 
 
    “You’re far from home, aren’t you?” 
 
    This time, Suvene located the voice came, and it was in a branch above him. He scanned the ground for a soft place to land and readied himself to roll off the branch. 
 
    “Do I scare you?” 
 
    The creature sounded as if its feelings were hurt, and something about the tone stopped him. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, taken aback by his honesty. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I want to finish my mission.” 
 
    “What’s your mission?” 
 
    “I’m tracking a villain,” he said, still focusing on the ground, but he was no longer contemplating going for his weapons. 
 
    “You look hungry,” the voice said maternally. 
 
    Suvene clutched the branch and turned himself over. Above him, in the branch where he had tied his pike, a female elf sat just out of his reach. He couldn’t believe he hadn’t seen her before. In his life, he had never thought of an elf as pretty, but there was no denying this one was beautiful. Her black hair was streaked with silver, and her features were both delicate and sharp. In the moonlight, her eyes danced with playful mischief. 
 
    “I am,” he managed, peering into her eyes. 
 
    She reached into a small pouch and produced a handful of nuts. Gently, she extended her hand, and cautiously, Suvene held up his hand to receive them. Their fingertips brushed against each other. Electricity shot through his arm at her touch, and he had never known any feeling like it. He lowered his eyes and mumbled thanks. 
 
    “You’ve not slowed down much to find food,” she said. 
 
    “Why have you been tracking me?” he asked before tossing several nuts into his mouth. They tasted more rich and hearty than the finest piece of meat he had ever eaten. 
 
    “You’re on my mountain,” she said, giggling as if his question were absurd. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said between bites. 
 
    She shrugged and returned, “I just wanted to make sure you were safe.” 
 
    Suvene stared at her, puzzled. 
 
    “We don’t get many orcs in these mountains,” she continued. “And there are dangerous creatures you don’t want to meet alone.” 
 
    “What sort of creatures?” 
 
    “Too terrible to talk about,” she whispered, leaning closer. “But I’ve been watching. There aren’t any close.” 
 
    Suvene glanced around the forest. In the moonlight, he imagined all sorts of strange beasts lurking in the shadows. 
 
    “My home is close. Would you like a warm meal?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, wanting out of the darkness. 
 
    “Follow me,” she said, standing on her branch. “My father is expecting us.” 
 
    Effortlessly, she stepped from the branch and caught the one on which Suvene sat and then dropped. She landed without a noise and looked up. Suvene gripped the branch and rolled until his body was dangling. Then, he let go and fell. He landed with a thud and rolled backwards, sliding a short distance down the incline. The elf laughed as he got to his feet. 
 
    “You’re funny,” she said. 
 
    “I’m okay,” he snapped. “Thanks for asking.” 
 
    “Come. This way.” 
 
    Suvene grabbed his weapons and hurried after her. She moved silently, gliding through the underbrush as if it were mist. Suvene had to strain his eyes to keep her in sight, and he nearly had to run to keep her pace. After a few minutes, he was coated in sweat and panting. Finally, she stopped at the base of an ancient oak, its base over twice as wide as the one in which he’d slept. She made a sound like a nightingale and was answered by a hooting owl. She called again and a rope ladder was dropped. She motioned for Suvene to climb, and for a heartbeat, he hesitated, wondering if this night would be his last, but then she smiled softly, a look that melted his fears. He slid the daggers into his belt, refashioned the pike to his back, grabbed the ladder, and climbed. 
 
    The ladder reached high into the tree, passing dozens of thick branches, and when he reached the end, a slender but muscular arm reached out to him. Still gripping the ladder with his left arm, he extended his right and grasped the offering. He was lifted onto a small platform and stood face to face with a male Loorish elf whose eyes ached with the sorrow of ages. Furrowing his brow, the elf stared at him, an expression somewhere between curiosity and hatred. Suvene looked away, suddenly unsure of his decision to climb up. 
 
    Without a sound, the female appeared on the platform, rising from the ladder without assistance. Once she was there, the male turned a small handle and wound up the ladder. The female stood between them, facing the male, and Suvene had never felt more out of place. He had been foolish to follow her, and now, there was no telling what horrors he would face. The female must have sensed his fear, for she turned to him and smiled. 
 
    “This is my father,” she said, her eyes gleaming. Suvene melted again. 
 
    “Let’s get inside,” her father said sharply. 
 
    He turned around and lifted a dark curtain, then stepped from that platform onto another. His daughter took Suvene’s hand, warning him to watch his step, and followed her father. The new platform was built in a ring around the tree, extending fifteen feet out. A solid rail four feet high surrounded the platform and had branches fastened to it from lower limbs. The branches were alive and well-pruned, and even in the darkness, Suvene saw they offered good camouflage. On the floor of the platform, various herbs and flowers grew in pots of all sizes, and their aromas mixing in the cool air was pleasant and relaxing. The father reached a doorway covered by another dark curtain, stopped, and turned to Suvene. 
 
    “Leave those here,” he said, pointing with one hand at the daggers and then the pike and a small table against the base of the tree with the other. 
 
    Suvene hesitated but then relented. Once the daggers were placed on the table and the pike was balanced against the trunk, the father went through the curtain inside. The daughter smiled at Suvene again and then moved after her father. The young orc, still hungry despite the handful of nuts, braced himself and followed. 
 
    Inside, the room was lighted by several candles, and the lights danced and leapt from the curtain’s movements, casting strange shadows. The father went to the far end where a modest iron stove sat away from the tree trunk and the wooden walls. Suvene marveled at the effort it must’ve taken to hoist even that stove this high into the tree. The father stirred a pot, and to the starving orc, the smell was as intoxicating as the daughter’s eyes. 
 
    “Have a seat,” she said, motioning to one of the two chairs. 
 
    Suvene sat on the modest chair. It had been fashioned from branches woven together, and the seat and back were covered in cloth stuffed with feathers. The chair reminded Suvene of a bird’s nest, but as he settled, it was quite comfortable. He thanked his hosts, and the father grumbled a reply. The daughter went to another area and poured water from a bucket suspended from a branch that ran across the room and held up that section of ceiling. She glided back across the room and held out the wooden cup to Suvene. Reaching for it, he caught her eye and quickly glanced down. He took a sip, and the water was cool and refreshing after following her along the mountainside and climbing the ladder. The father strode across the room and handed him a wooden bowl of soup. 
 
    “It’s meager, but it’s what we have,” he said, a hint of shame in his voice. 
 
    “It smells wonderful,” Suvene returned, stirring the soup with a wooden spoon. 
 
    He lifted a bite that steamed in the night air, so he blew on it. Thick chunks of onion, tomato, celery, herbs, and spices lay on the spoon. Suvene looked closer in the bowl for meat but saw none. He touched the spoon to his lip to test it and, satisfied that it wouldn’t burn his tongue, ate. Much like the nuts, he had never tasted such delicious vegetables. He took another bite and then another, and before he knew it, the bowl was empty. 
 
    “More?” the father asked, his brow unfurrowing for the first time since Suvene had made it to the platform. 
 
    “Please,” Suvene responded. 
 
    “We grow our own vegetables higher up in the tree,” the father said, dishing out more into the bowl. “The sun is good up there. Alysea gathers nuts and mushrooms from the forest. She’s got a good eye.” 
 
    “Daddy taught me,” she said. 
 
    “Please, forgive me,” the father said, returning to Suvene with the second bowl. “We don’t get many visitors, and I completely forgot my manners. I am Stahloor, and this, of course, is Alysea.” 
 
    “I’m Suvene.” 
 
    The father poured himself and Alysea cups of water and then sat in the other chair. She sat cross-legged in the floor, facing them. Suvene offered her his seat, but she declined, saying that she preferred the floor most of time. Suvene ate the second bowl of soup as quickly as the first, and for the first time in several days his stomach was full. 
 
    “I’m gonna tell you what I already know,” Stahloor said. “Then, I want you to tell me what I don’t.” 
 
    “Okay,” Suvene said, running his finger around the bowl to scrape up a few more onions that had stuck. 
 
    “First, an orc alone this far north is in some kind of trouble. Your people do not leave home alone often. Second, by the look of you, you’ve been on the run for more than a couple of weeks. More like a couple of months. Finally, you are a soldier by trade. These things I know. Now, why are you on the run?” 
 
    “I’m tracking down someone,” Suvene said, staring at the elf. “Before I answer another question, I want to ask one.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “How does a wild wood-br...uh...elf know the civilized tongue?” 
 
    “I was born a slave. I speak orcish better than elfish, so I also taught my daughter. My turn. Why are you alone?” 
 
    “I caught him among the Marshwoggs, but he tricked me and got away. My people do not treat failure lightly, so I fled to find him and redeem myself.” 
 
    “Curious. Where do you think he’s gone?” 
 
    “My guess is to the dwarven lands in the west. My turn. If you’re a freed slave, why are you feeding me?” 
 
    “Good question,” Stahloor said, laughing to himself. “My daughter has a good heart.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Suvene said, glancing at her. 
 
    “We were at the base of the mountains a few days ago and saw you,” Stahloor continued. “I wanted to let whatever was to happen happen, but Alysea was worried about you. She was born free and has never known your kind. I’ve taught her to respect life, all life. That’s why we don’t eat meat. She reminded me that you’re a living creature, too, and as such, we have a duty to protect you while you’re on our mountain. It seems I’ve taught her too well.” 
 
    “Don’t let Daddy fool you,” she said, grinning at her father. “He has a good heart.” 
 
    “But I have no love for your people,” Stahloor said. “You have tormented too many of my kin.” 
 
    “We are a civilized race,” Suvene said, anger rising in his voice. “We protect slaves from their own sloth.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Elves and dwarves live in trees and caves with no sense of purpose. We strive to civilize the world.” 
 
    “No purpose!” Stahloor huffed, slapping the arm of his chair. 
 
    “Daddy, calm down. He’s our guest.” 
 
    “That’s absurd. Elves were civilized millennia before your kind learned to forge iron. We strive for harmony and balance in all things. Uncivilized! Nonsense!” 
 
    “Please, sir, I meant no offense.” 
 
    Stahloor collected himself and took a deep breath. 
 
    “No, you didn’t, of course. You’re only repeating what you’ve been taught. Forgive my temper.” 
 
    “Besides, I’m not very high in rank. I own no slaves myself.” 
 
    “But you protect those who do.” 
 
    “I’m a soldier. I serve the masters.” 
 
    “You poor boy. You’re a slave yourself.” 
 
    Suvene raised an eyebrow, glaring at the elf. 
 
    “Only the masters are really free. I remember hating the orc field hands. They were so crude and disgusting, and the soldiers were little better, but now, I see that you were no more free than I was.” 
 
    “I am free.” 
 
    “Could you dine in the big house?” 
 
    “No,” Suvene said, squirming. 
 
    “Could you marry as you pleased?” 
 
    “No.” As the dissonance formed in his mind, Suvene fidgeted as one with a splinter lodged in a finger’s crease. 
 
    “Could you do any of the things the masters did, like laying in the hammocks in the evening?” 
 
    “No.” His discomfort was palpable. 
 
    “That’s a curious kind of freedom.” 
 
    Suvene stared down into his bowl where some herbs had dried onto the side. Fighting in tournaments as a boy, he had always resented the privileged. Children of the masters, who at their best couldn’t match him with a blade, were lavished with praise and awards when he wasn’t allowed to compete in the finals. Those trophies should have been his. He had never understood why he wasn’t allowed to compete, but now, sitting in this tree with this escaped slave, he saw it clearly. 
 
    “You are right,” he said. “I wasn’t free.” 
 
    “You’re free, now,” Alysea said. 
 
    Suvene leaned back in the chair, which creaked with his movement. All his life, he had been dutiful. He never questioned orders and always fulfilled his duty, but what had it gotten him? He had risked his life to warn the fortress of the advancing slaves and had faced the phantom one-on-one twice, and his reward was a probable execution. Suddenly, the epiphany exploded inside him, and he rose to his feet. 
 
    “I don’t have to go back,” he said. 
 
    “No, you don’t,” Stahloor said, before taking a sip of water. 
 
    Suvene paced the platform, noticing the delicate artwork etched onto the modest tables and the patterns in the bark. He had no need to serve the masters, and while he still grieved for Toulesche, for the first time since the uprising at Slithsythe, he didn’t need revenge. A weight lifted, and he wanted to shout with joy. The sensation was bizarre and foreign and wonderful. He could start a new life and be whatever he wanted to be without the limitations placed on him by the masters because of his social rank at birth. 
 
    “If I stay here,” he said, his mind racing. “You won’t be safe. They may come looking for me.” 
 
    “Curious.” 
 
    “To escape, I had to kill four guards,” he said, looking down. 
 
    “My goodness!” Alysea exclaimed. 
 
    “I had never killed another person before,” he continued. Since his escape, he had been so focused on making it across the mountains that he hadn’t let himself think about it, and now, he was overwhelmed with guilt. 
 
    “You can atone for that later,” Stahloor said. “It is tragic and terrible, but you did what you had to do.” 
 
    “They were gonna execute me. I didn’t even think. I just acted.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Stahloor said, rising from his seat and stepping in front of the young orc. 
 
    “I’ll leave first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Where will you go?” Alysea asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t know much of anything about what’s north.” 
 
    “How were you planning to find your enemy?” Stahloor asked, his brow furrowing again. 
 
    “I don’t know. I was hoping to catch his trail when I crossed the mountains. If not, I was just gonna head west until I found the western range.” 
 
    “That’s not much of a plan,” Stahloor said, chuckling softly. “Do you still want to hunt this person?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Then, you need a new plan.” 
 
    “Where can I go?” Suvene asked. “Where will I be safe?” 
 
    “I think I know of just the place.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Among His Kin 
 
      
 
    Roskin paced around his room in the makeshift palace that had been assembled near the eastern gate. He had been waiting all day for the opportunity to speak with his father about Krondious, but with messengers coming back and forth from the ogres, the king had been busy arguing with Master Sondious about the terms of the truce. From time to time, their voices would reverberate down the hall, and once, the king had even stormed from the chamber, shouting obscenities about the special advisor. 
 
    Bordorn sat by a bookshelf and at random pulled books down and thumbed through them, balancing the book on the nub of his left arm and turning pages with his right. The room was modest, but compared to most of the places Roskin had slept for the last year, it was as comfortable as his bedroom in Dorkhun. The bed had fresh sheets and a firm mattress, and an attendant stood outside the door, ready to answer at any time. Despite the comfort, Roskin was restless and wanted to speak with his father. 
 
    “I’m going to see Krondious and make sure he’s okay,” he said, moving for the door. 
 
    “Want me to come, too?” 
 
    “Will you wait here and come get me if he calls?” 
 
    “Sure, Pepper Beard. Relax, okay. Your father’s just. He’ll listen.” 
 
    “He believes in the law,” Roskin said, stopping at the door. “I just hope he accepts my offer to the exiles as legal.” 
 
    With that, Roskin opened the door and stepped into the hallway. He asked his attendant if he knew where Krondious was being held, and the young Kiredurk nodded. Roskin motioned for him to show the way, and the attendant led Roskin to a stairway at the end of the hall and said that Krondious was down the stairs and to the right. Roskin thanked him and told the timid dwarf to see if Bordorn needed anything. After living as a slave and a foot soldier, Roskin found it hard readjusting to having someone to care for him. He missed the open sky at night and a breeze in his beard. 
 
    The makeshift palace was the home of a successful merchant who had volunteered to let the king lodge here during the war. The house was 500 years old and had been carved from the mountain. Over the years many steel beams had been installed to bolster its soundness, and it had been refinished dozens of times to improve its aesthetics. The merchant’s husband had also spent the last two decades refurnishing the place to make it appear more like the modern buildings of Dorkhun. 
 
    Roskin started down the stairs and adjusted from the well-lighted hallway to the dimly-lighted lower level. At the bottom, another hallway split in each direction, so he turned right and moved towards the sounds of muffled voices. A few yards ahead, a thick, wooden door was shut and locked. He banged on the door, and after a moment, the latch lifted and the door groaned open. Krondious was chained to the far wall, his arms above his head and his toes barely touching the floor. His left eye was swollen shut, and his white beard was stained with blood from his nose and mouth. As Roskin entered, the guards stifled their laughter and wouldn’t look at him. Roskin stood near the doorway and checked his temper. He shook with anger and clenched his fists. 
 
    “He fell down the stairs,” one of the guards muttered. The others chuckled to themselves. 
 
    “Unchain him, now,” Roskin growled. 
 
    “We’ve got our orders,” the lieutenant said, still not looking at Roskin. “From the king.” 
 
    Roskin stepped as close to the lieutenant as he could and stared down at him. After a few heartbeats, the dwarf looked up. 
 
    “You have new orders,” Roskin said, his voice cold and flat against the stone walls. 
 
    “With all due respect...” 
 
    “Who do you think the king will believe?” Roskin interrupted. “Do it, right now.” 
 
    The lieutenant nodded to one of the other guards, who pulled a set of keys from a leather wallet on his belt. He stepped to just within arm’s reach of Krondious and froze. The guard turned to Roskin and started to speak. 
 
    “Krondious,” Roskin said, cutting off the terrified guard. “Don’t hurt him.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Krondious responded. 
 
    “Don’t kill him, either,” Roskin added. 
 
    Krondious frowned but nodded in agreement. 
 
    The guard stepped a little closer and, his hands trembling, reached to unfasten the chain on Krondious’s left arm. From the shaking, it took three tries to work the lock, but he finally managed. The entire time, Krondious stood still, staring ahead without blinking. The guard unchained his legs and darted back to the others. 
 
    “Get him a chair,” Roskin barked. “And someone go get a healer. If I have to ask again, it won’t be nice.” 
 
    Two guards bolted from the room, and Roskin walked into the middle of the rest. As he neared them, one by one, they stepped back. 
 
    “If he gets even so much as a flea bite while he’s here, I’ll personally take care of each of you. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” a couple of guards said. 
 
    “Do you understand?” Roskin said, his voice barely a whisper behind gritted teeth. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” they all responded. 
 
    A moment later, one of the guards returned with a chair, and Krondious sat down, rubbing his shoulders and moving his arms to release the stiffness from having been suspended. 
 
    “Sit tight, my friend,” Roskin said. “You’ll be out of here soon.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Krondious responded. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’ll make this up to you.” 
 
    “I knew the risk.” 
 
    “It’s not right.” 
 
    “Lots of things aren’t right, but I still serve you.” 
 
    “You’re my friend, Krondious, not my servant.” 
 
    Krondious smiled and held out his hand. They shook hands and made eye contact. Roskin nodded slightly, and Krondious returned the gesture. Then, Roskin turned and stormed from the room. He rushed up the stairs, not slowing when his attendant spoke to him, and charged to the chamber where his father and Master Sondious were having another heated argument. Roskin slammed open the door and stormed to his father. The two dwarves stopped mid-sentence and stared at him. 
 
    “How could you?” Roskin shouted. 
 
    The king leaned back in his seat, the shock on his face obvious. 
 
    “How could you?” Roskin repeated, leaning closer. 
 
    “Son, this is highly indecent.” 
 
    “Answer me!” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “You told those goons to rough him up.” 
 
    “What?” Master Sondious asked, motioning for his attendant. 
 
    “I did no such thing!” the king said, his voice rising an octave. 
 
    “They said you ordered him chained, and he’s been beaten up.” 
 
    “This is too much,” Master Sondious said. “Take me to my room.” 
 
    “Roskin, I didn’t order that.” 
 
    “You will regret this,” Master Sondious said as his attendant wheeled him from the room. 
 
    “Then, why was he suspended from the ground and beaten bloody?” Roskin asked, ignoring the special advisor. 
 
    “I told them to restrain him, but I never said hurt him. They’ll be punished.” 
 
    “He shouldn’t be treated this way,” Roskin said. “He risked his life for me.” 
 
    “Do you trust him, son?” 
 
    “Without question.” 
 
    The king leaned his elbows on the table and rested his chin on his hands. His brown beard, sprinkled with gray, spread across the table. He thought for a moment and then looked at his son. 
 
    “He did some terrible things.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, he did. But he was a misfit here. He’s a warrior at heart, like me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I was a misfit, too. That’s why I always got into trouble. I had no outlet. It would’ve only been a matter of time before I did something like he did.” 
 
    “I see,” King Kraganere said, standing and facing his son. 
 
    “He wants to serve as my bodyguard, and I believe he would defend me with his life.” 
 
    King Kraganere embraced his son and held him tightly. Roskin hesitated but returned the hug. 
 
    “You’ve grown so much,” the king said. “I’m proud of how thick your beard is now.” 
 
    Roskin buried his face in his father’s shoulder and fought against his tears. Many times in the leisure slave cage, he had feared he would never see home again. The two dwarves, father and son, stood like that for several moments. Finally, the king let go and leaned back from his son. 
 
    “You’ll be a good king.” 
 
    “Will you pardon him?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s just.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. I mean Dad.” 
 
    “I need to finish these documents,” King Kraganere said, waving his hand over the parchments strewn across the table. “Please, send Master Sondious back in here.” 
 
    King Kraganere sat down and focused on his duties, and Roskin left the room. He went to his attendant and asked where Master Sondious’s bedroom was, and the attendant led him to a room near the front of the house. The door was wide open, but when Roskin stepped inside, no one was there. Most of Master Sondious’s personal effects were still there, but as Roskin scanned the room, he saw that several things had been displaced, as if someone had grabbed specific items hurriedly, making a mess in the process. Roskin left and walked to the front door, where a pair of guards stood at attention. 
 
    “Have either of you seen Master Sondious?” he asked. 
 
    “He left the house not long ago,” one said, her voice detached. Roskin saw in her eyes she had spent time at the front. 
 
    “Where did he go? The king needs him.” 
 
    “I heard something about the stable.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Roskin said. “If he comes back before I find him, tell him my father is looking for him.” 
 
    Roskin walked across town to the stable. He remembered much of this area from his time mapping was surprised by how easily he found it. More than a couple of years had passed since he had been here, but the details of the place were as fresh in his mind as if he had just finished his rite of passage. He found a dwarf grooming a horse and asked if Master Sondious had been there. 
 
    “Just left in a carriage,” the old dwarf said, not looking up. Roskin recognized him as the chief stable-hand from Dorkhun. “He ain’t been the same since his accident.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He used to be soft-spoken and kind. Now, all he does is bark orders and snap at folks.” 
 
    “Where was he heading?” 
 
    “Back to Dorkhun, I reckon. Told me to mind my own business when I asked.” 
 
    “Why do you think Dorkhun?” 
 
    “Said something to his attendant about the Hall of Gronwheil.” 
 
    “You’re certain?” 
 
    “My lord, I’ve served as the king’s stable-hand for many years, and I don’t tell nothing unless I’m sure.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Roskin said, turning to leave. 
 
    “It’s good you’re back,” the stable-hand called to him. “The king’s been worried about you something awful.” 
 
    “Thank you, again,” Roskin said, stopping and wheeling back around. “That’s very kind of you.” 
 
    “Maybe you can help fix this mess we’re in.” 
 
    Roskin nodded his understanding. 
 
    “We need peace.” 
 
    With that, the old dwarf went back to his grooming, and Roskin headed to the house. At the front door, he asked the guards if Master Sondious had returned, and both shook their heads. Inside him, the dark fear stirred, a feeling he hadn’t felt in some time, and the familiarity of it was eerie. Briefly, the image of Dorkhun in ruins came to him, buildings crumbling, fires burning, and people crying out. He turned and faced west, focusing on the vision as Kwarck had advised, but the image faded as quickly as it had come. He muttered to himself and entered the house, walking to his father’s chamber. 
 
    “Where’s Master Sondious?” the king asked, looking up. 
 
    “He left,” Roskin said, sitting beside his father. 
 
    “Left? We have work to do!” 
 
    “Sir, something’s not right.” 
 
    “What’s wrong, son?” 
 
    Roskin wanted to explain about the dark fear, wanted to describe what he had seen, wanted to tell what Kwarck had told him about the elfish gift of intuition. Instead, he shrugged and stared at his father silently. 
 
    “Roskin, I know you’ve suffered something I can’t really understand. It’s on your face and in your eyes, but please know, you can tell me anything.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir, uh, Dad.” 
 
    “What’s not right?” 
 
    “Master Sondious has left for Dorkhun. I have a very bad feeling about it.” 
 
    “He’s changed, son. The ogres hurt him, and he’s not the same dwarf anymore.” 
 
    “He’s up to something,” Roskin said. “I don’t know what, but it’s not good.” 
 
    “Let’s get this truce finished, and we’ll go home and deal with him. Will you help me?” 
 
    “Of course,” Roskin said, surprised by the question. He hadn’t finished his formal education and hadn’t spent any time on the council to learn about such matters. 
 
    “I’ve ordered ten wagons filled with food and two more with gold and gems as a sign of our goodwill. In return, the ogres are to retreat across the Ganheren River. We’ll also help them transport their dead back for burial. Finally, if they have need for more food in the next six moons, we’ll supply as much as we can spare.” 
 
    “Sounds very generous,” Roskin said, stroking his beard. “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “The ogres are happy with the food and gold, but they don’t want to retreat. They feel as if they deserve to have the lands up to the gate, too. They want to bury their dead here.” 
 
    “What did Master Sondious propose?” 
 
    “He’s full of venom. He wants to drive them across the river and not give them anything.” 
 
    “Could we offer a compromise?” Roskin asked. 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “I saw the scene at the gate. We’ve both lost a lot on that ground. Could we develop a cemetery for both races and share the responsibility of tending it? We could give them a good sized plot for their dead and provide the materials for whatever kind of monument they want to erect.” 
 
    “I like it. If they will agree to that and retreat across the river, I like it a lot.” 
 
    “This is all my fault,” Roskin said, hanging his head. 
 
    “No, son. You made some mistakes, but you didn’t do all of this by yourself. We all made a lot of bad decisions that got out of control. This thing had a life of its own.” 
 
    Roskin nodded but continued to look down. 
 
    “Go have supper. Let me write up your suggestions, and then, we’ll deal with the Butcher.” 
 
    “Krondious,” Roskin corrected. 
 
    “Yes, Krondious. Forgive me.” 
 
    “Thank you for listening to me about him.” 
 
    Roskin rose from his seat and crossed the room. He hadn’t tasted ale since leaving the Marshwoggs, and he hadn’t tasted a real dwarven ale since leaving Murkdolm. The outcasts in the logging town had decent drinks, but none of their watered-down ales could match the brew-masters from underground. He would get Bordorn and have supper, and then, after Krondious was free, the three would find the best tavern and celebrate. Lost in his thoughts, he turned the wrong way from the chamber and ended up on the wrong end of the hallway. He stopped and turned, but suddenly, a hand touched him on the shoulder. 
 
    Without thinking, he spun and drew his dagger with his right hand. With his left arm, he slammed his forearm into the dwarf’s throat and shoved him against the wall. Terrified, the dwarf tried to scream, but the pressure on his windpipe kept any sound from coming. Roskin had his dagger against the dwarf’s neck before he recognized his attendant. Just as quickly as he had attacked, Roskin jumped back and dropped his weapon. The young dwarf fell to the ground, sobbing. 
 
    “Are you trying to get killed?” Roskin shouted. “Don’t sneak up on me like that!” 
 
    Between sobs, the dwarf tried to speak, but his words were unintelligible. Roskin knelt beside him and placed a hand on his arm. The dwarf jerked away and crab-crawled backwards. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Roskin said, his voice as soothing as he could make it. “I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “Everything okay here?” the guard from the front door asked, eyeing the scene. 
 
    “He startled me,” Roskin said, standing. “I didn’t mean to hurt him.” 
 
    The attendant stopped crawling and collapsed on the stone floor. The guard moved beside him and knelt. 
 
    “You’re okay,” she said. “He’s not gonna hurt you.” 
 
    The young dwarf composed himself and sat up. 
 
    “Please,” Roskin said, reaching down to help him to his feet. “Forgive me. I just didn’t hear you.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” the attendant responded, taking Roskin’s arm. “I didn’t mean to startle you.” 
 
    “Here’s your dagger,” the guard said, holding it out with the handle facing Roskin. 
 
    “I’m not usually so jumpy,” Roskin said, blushing. “I’ve not been underground in some time.” 
 
    “I was just coming to tell you that Bordorn wants you. I was trying to catch you before you left the house again.” 
 
    “You didn’t do anything wrong. Let’s go find him,” Roskin returned to the attendant. 
 
    Roskin sheathed his dagger and thanked the guard for her assistance. She nodded and returned to her post. Smiling at the still shaken attendant, Roskin motioned for him to lead the way. The young dwarf hesitated and then moved towards the bedroom. Roskin followed a few steps behind, replaying the scene in his mind. He had seen Molgheon and Leinjar jump like that when startled and had always hoped to never be that way. He had left home as a kid in search of fame and glory and had returned as someone he didn’t quite understand or recognize. He hoped now that after a little time underground he could let go of what haunted him and live a peaceful life. 
 
    Back at the bedroom, Bordorn was still reading but looked up when Roskin came in. Roskin didn’t speak. Instead, he crossed the room to the bureau that held his sword and axes and removed his belt. He slid his dagger from the belt and placed it beside the axes, then put his belt back on. Bordorn watched the entire time without speaking, and once his belt was refastened, Roskin lay on the bed and focused on patterns in the ceiling. 
 
    “I’ll bite. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Just almost killed my attendant.” 
 
    “He is a little annoying.” 
 
    “I’m serious, Bordorn. He came up behind me, and I almost killed him before I knew what I was doing.” 
 
    “You’ve been through a lot. You need some time.” 
 
    “I can’t carry a weapon while I’m here.” 
 
    “You sure that’s a good idea?” 
 
    “No, I don’t know.” 
 
    “Well listen, I’ve been reading a little while you were gone, and I know what I want to do with my stump.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “I’m gonna get a shield fashioned so I can learn to use it to protect myself. Will you help me practice using my sword with one arm?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “It seems like another lifetime that I first taught you.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Once I learn how to use my shield, I’ll be able to whip your butt again.” 
 
    Roskin sat up and looked at his friend. Bordorn had lost his arm protecting him, and Roskin had yet to talk to him about it, at least not seriously. He wanted to apologize, but words seemed weak and hollow. Bordorn smiled at him and then rose. From the hard labor at the logging town, his body was lean and solid, and even with half his left arm missing, he still carried himself as someone of noble birth. As a kid, Roskin had always looked up to him, and now, seeing his friend still proud, still positive, still with his sense of humor, he respected him even more. 
 
    “Let’s get some food,” Bordorn said, walking to the door. 
 
    “Sounds good,” Roskin returned, standing and following him. 
 
    Bordorn stopped and spoke with the attendant, telling the still scared dwarf that if Roskin tried anything like that again to let him know, and he would take care of it. Looking down and blushing, the attendant mumbled, and Bordorn patted him on the shoulder and smiled. The attendant looked at Roskin briefly, then back at the floor. Roskin patted him on the shoulder also and told him to take the rest of the night off. Then, he and Bordorn made their way to the dining room, and as they neared it, the smells of meats and stews wafted from the kitchen. 
 
    “Oh, that smells good,” Bordorn said. 
 
    “It’s been too long since I had a hot Kiredurkian meal.” 
 
    “That slop they make in Rugraknere is worthy of exile itself.” 
 
    Laughing, Roskin pushed open the dining room door and found a seat at the table. Bordorn sat beside him, and the two introduced themselves to the ones at the table they hadn’t met. After the introductions, Bordorn began telling the story of how he lost him arm. Roskin laughed again as he exaggerated the details, and Bordorn had everyone riveted. Roskin leaned back in his seat, listened to his friend, and watched the other dwarves’ faces as they reacted. Bordorn had always loved social dinners and had always been good at spinning a yarn, and sitting there at the table, for a little while, Roskin forgot about the trading block, the cage, the vanishing trails, the dark fear. For a little while, he was just another dinner guest caught up in Bordorn’s charm, and it was good to be back among his kin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    To Serve Justice 
 
      
 
    Molgheon grasped the crossbow bolt and got a strong grip. Leinjar and the others held Jase down so he couldn’t move, but he was screaming hysterically, even though nothing had been done to him yet. Molgheon had removed many arrows and bolts from many wounded, so she knew what she was doing. She applied pressure to the bolt to determine whether it was lodged in muscle or bone, and satisfied her shot had only pierced muscle, she ripped the missile from his leg in one swift motion. Jase howled, but she ignored him and picked up the metal rod that had been heating in the campfire. Aiming carefully, she jabbed the rod into his wound to cauterize it. On impact, Jase’s voice dropped into a guttural moan that broke into a silent scream. The smell of burnt flesh rose with the smoke from his wound, and he passed out. 
 
    Molgheon laid the metal back in the fire to re-clean it, and the other dwarves stood, leaving Jase prone. Molgheon inspected the wound closely and saw the bleeding had mostly stopped from the cauterizing, but the surrounding area was already red and swollen, showing early signs of infection. She looked up at Leinjar and said: 
 
    “We need something, or he’ll lose this leg in a day or two.” 
 
    “What’s it matter?” one of the Ghaldeons returned. “He’ll be executed soon enough.” 
 
    “If we don’t stop it, he won’t make it to Dorkhun.” 
 
    “Slave traders carry different things to heal their captives,” Leinjar said, staring at Torkdohn. “Makes the slaves more valuable on the block. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    Torkdohn just glared at him, so Leinjar went to the wagon and began rummaging through the crates underneath the seat. He located a small box of glass jars and bottles and carried it to the cage where Torkdohn sat, his right arm shackled to an iron bar. 
 
    “Which one will heal that wound?” Leinjar asked. 
 
    Still, Torkdohn remained silent. 
 
    “Believe me,” Leinjar said, leaning as close to Torkdohn’s ear as the cage would allow. “I’ll enjoy making you tell me, so we might as well skip the pain.” 
 
    For a moment, the hatred in Torkdohn’s eyes alternated as fear. He swallowed hard but remained defiant. 
 
    “I lost track of how many years I lost because of people like you. Wanna find out if there’s any pity left in my heart?” 
 
    “The green one,” Torkdohn muttered, pointing with his left hand at a small jar in the middle. 
 
    Leinjar took the green jar and handed it to Molgheon. While she removed the lid, he returned the box to the wagon. With two fingers, Molgheon scooped a glob of salve and spread it around the wound. Jase’s skin absorbed the salve as she rubbed in a circular motion around the area. Then, she motioned for the others to redress him. Two Ghaldeons lifted him to his feet, and a third pulled up his pants and fastened his belt. Then, they carried him to the wagon and returned him to the cage. Once the lock was secure, Molgheon removed the shackle from Torkdohn’s arm and handed him the salve through the bars. 
 
    “Put this on him when he needs more,” she said. “Or you won’t like the consequences.” 
 
    “I’m thirsty,” Torkdohn said, clutching the jar against his body with his left arm. 
 
    “Get him a drink,” Molgheon said to the Ghaldeons. 
 
    One of the dwarves retrieved his waterskin from his horse and passed it to him. Molgheon watched Torkdohn closely as he took a long drink and handed it back. Then, she went to the front of the wagon and found a handful of bolts for the crossbow. Using a leather pouch, she formed a makeshift quiver and turned to Leinjar, who had sat down with the other Tredjards by the fire. 
 
    “We need fresh meat,” she said. “I’m gonna get us a couple of rabbits or squirrels.” 
 
    “Someone should go with you,” he returned, moving to stand. 
 
    “Sit down,” she said sharply. “I can manage. You’ll just scare everything away.” 
 
    Leinjar settled back, a hurt look on his face. Molgheon stepped closer to him and said: 
 
    “I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to snap at you. I just don’t need protection.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Leinjar responded. “Thought it might not be safe.” 
 
    “I know these lands,” she said. “And I can be quieter alone. Just keep an eye on them, and I’ll be back shortly.” 
 
    With that, she turned and walked a few feet down the trail and darted into a grove of junipers. She moved down the slope, picking through the trees as silently as she could. Once she was deep into the woods, she found a small clearing and lay on her belly. She locked a bolt into place and remained still, waiting for any game to come into view. Through the trees, she could see the trail at a point down the mountain. They had climbed at least 2,000 feet that day, winding and twisting up the old road that had once been a fairly busy trade route. During the Resistance, she and her unit had traveled this area dozens of times, and from what she remembered, the Snivegohn Valley was only three or four days away. 
 
    Twigs cracking caught her attention, and careful not to make any noise, she aimed in the direction of the sound. A good-sized rabbit came into view, sniffing the air and twitching its long ears. The shot wasn’t clear, so Molgheon held still and adjusted the crossbow to where the shot would be if the rabbit moved forward. Without warning, it lifted its ears, held still, and then disappeared back where it had come from. Molgheon hadn’t made a sound, so she strained her ears to hear whatever had startled the animal. Other than the breeze in the trees, she heard nothing for several heartbeats. Then, a familiar sound brought a flood of memories. 
 
    She had heard soldiers from the Great Empire marching more times than she could count, and she knew instantly the clangs of armor and the certain rhythm of feet stepping in time. Her blood ran cold, and she peered down the hill to find them on the trail. A moment later, they came into view through a clearing, at least four dozen, far more than she and the others could fight. Cursing under her breath, she jumped to her feet and started up the hill. 
 
    She ran as hard as she could up the incline, retracing her path. Low branches and underbrush scratched her face and arms, and twice she slipped on loose earth. The first time, her crossbow fired, the bolt hitting a fallen log, and for a moment, she thought about dropping it to better maintain balance. However, she kept her wits and held on to the weapon. The second time she fell, most of the bolts in her improvised quiver spilled, leaving only two. She got to her feet and kept running, but the slope was harsh. Her legs were jelly, and her lungs ached. 
 
    Finally, she burst onto the trail and stumbled a third time as the incline leveled off. Leinjar and the others jumped to their feet and started for her, but she scrambled up and waved her arms for them to halt. She tried to yell, but her breath was too short to form more than a syllable. Her legs weak, she ran to the campsite, trying to motion for them to mount their horses and wagon, but none understood, so she stopped at the back of the wagon and took a couple of deep breaths. 
 
    “Soldiers,” she managed, pointing down the trail. 
 
    Finally, Leinjar got the message and called for everyone to pack and mount, and the dwarves each moved swiftly. They tossed pans and blankets into the wagon, and attached weapons to saddles. Within a couple of minutes, everyone was ready, and Molgheon hopped into the wagon’s seat and took the reins. Leinjar sat beside her, and the other two Tredjards got in the back of the wagon with the cage. The five Ghaldeons mounted their horses, and Molgheon shouted for them to follow. 
 
    She released the brake and snapped the reins sharply. The horses jumped forward, causing the wagon to lurch violently. Leinjar furrowed his brow at her, questioning whether she knew what she was doing, but she returned his look with an icy glare that forced him to look away. Working the reins, she settled the horses into a smooth pace. As they climbed the mountain with the sun sinking, she searched her memory for any side trails that might help. When they rounded the next bend, the landscape brought something back, an old dwarf who had sheltered her unit a few times during the Resistance. If he were still there, he might be able to help, and his house wasn’t too far away. 
 
    “I’ve got a friend,” she shouted to Leinjar above the clatter. 
 
    “Glad to hear it.” 
 
    “It’s a long-shot.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “We may get cornered.” 
 
    “I trust your judgment,” Leinjar said, his wide eyes staring forward. 
 
    Up ahead, she saw the landmark that marked the path to the old dwarf’s house. It was a salt and pepper boulder on the trail’s edge. On either side of the gabbro block, thick underbrush gave no hint of any trail, but Molgheon stopped the wagon by the boulder and hopped down. She motioned to the Ghaldeons to watch for soldiers behind them and then walked to the left side of the boulder. Reaching through the underbrush, she felt around until she located the gate’s latch hammered into the rock. The latch was rusty and hadn’t been used in some time, and once she got it to release, she pushed on the gate to swing it in, but the honeysuckle, which once only been a decoy, now held it fast. 
 
    Her heart sank, but she returned to the wagon and found two daggers. Handing one to Leinjar, she motioned for him to follow her and returned to the gate. Using the dagger, she hacked at the vines, and following her lead, Leinjar did likewise. Within a couple of minutes, they cleared enough that the gate started moving, so Molgheon pushed it open enough to get the wagon through. She signaled to Leinjar to drive the wagon, and he ran to it and released the brake. The horses hesitated, not trusting the new way, but Leinjar guided them through and onto the overgrown path. The Ghaldeons followed one at a time, and when the last reached her, Molgheon stopped him. 
 
    “Wait for me right here,” she whispered. 
 
    He nodded and raised his hand for the others to stop, and the group halted in the tall grass. Molgheon pulled the gate shut and fastened the latch. Then, she brushed pieces of branch and root that lay scattered on the trail’s edge underneath the base and fluffed the vegetation on the gate. Shortly, she was satisfied that in the failing light, only a dwarf from underground would be able to tell anything had been disturbed. From down the trail, the sounds of marching reached her, so she climbed over the boulder and crouched on the other side. She signaled to the others to remain quiet, and everyone held still. 
 
    As the soldiers got closer, Molgheon’s heart beat harder and harder, and the time it took for them to reach the boulder seemed impossibly long. She was certain at any moment one of them would notice the gate or hear one of horses whinny or even worse be called to by Jase or Torkdohn. If the dwarves were found, Molgheon would fight to the death, for she would never again be taken alive by them. She pushed those thoughts from her mind and focused on breathing. 
 
    As the regiment marched by, bits of conversation came to her, and Molgheon gathered the soldiers seemed not to care about the quickly abandoned campsite or that there were dwarves on the trail somewhere. Instead, most of them were more interested in when they were going to stop to eat and how long they would get to rest before continuing the climb. Molgheon was relieved by their disinterest and, for the first time since spotting them, relaxed a little. Once they were out of earshot, she rose from behind the boulder and walked to the wagon. 
 
    As she neared, the Ghaldeons dismounted and let their horses graze in the tall grass. She had expected Torkdohn to call to the soldiers and wondered why he hadn’t, but as she neared the cage, she saw why. Leinjar had gagged him with a thick strip of cloth and still held both ends tightly outside the bars. The old dwarf clawed at the binding, but the Tredjard’s grip was too much. 
 
    “The coward kept silent from a threat, but didn’t think I should give this one the chance,” Leinjar said to Molgheon, smiling. 
 
    “Good. You can let him go, now.” 
 
    “Maybe I should tie this to the bars.” 
 
    “No, they’re gone. We’ll be fine until morning.” 
 
    Leinjar released the cloth with his left hand and pulled it through the bars with his right. Torkdohn spat and coughed to regain his breath as Molgheon leaned close. 
 
    “Try to call for them, and I’ll shoot you myself,” she said. “Understand?” 
 
    “I won’t need to call out,” Torkdohn returned. “These mountains are crawling with soldiers. You’re all dead, mark my words.” 
 
    “If it comes to that, you’re the first to die.” 
 
    She turned to Leinjar and told him to drive the wagon, then motioned for the Ghaldeons to get their horses. Without waiting for anyone to answer, she marched down the old path that led to the house. No one had traveled this way for some time, and she was certain the old dwarf had passed on, but with luck, the house would still be there. They could sleep in it for the night and regroup in the morning. 
 
    Twilight gave way to darkness as she strode towards the house, her head full of memories she wished she didn’t have. The last time she had been at this place was a few days before her capture. She had been half-starved and mostly frozen, and the old dwarf, while not able to offer much because his stores of food had been depleted by the retreating dwarves, had given her warm clothes and a decent meal. She had always remembered his kindness and, truth be told, had taken in Red in part as a way to repay that generosity. 
 
    The path curved with the mountain’s contour, winding deep into a grove of trees. Up ahead, a light flickered from inside the old house, and Molgheon froze. From the condition of the trail she hadn’t expected to find anyone, and now, seeing the light, she was unsure what to do. Leinjar stopped the wagon, hopped down, and moved beside her. She pointed to the light, and the two stood for a moment before either spoke. 
 
    “Maybe it’s your friend,” Leinjar finally offered. 
 
    “I don’t know how. You saw the gate, the path.” 
 
    “Only one way to find out.” 
 
    Molgheon nodded and continued forward. Leinjar followed in the wagon. The yard around the house was overgrown, and vines climbed wooden walls that hadn’t been painted in years. The front porch was littered with leaves and branches, but the house still looked sound. While most dwarves prefer the certainty of stone, some Ghaldeons are renowned carpenters, and like the elves, many of their wooden structures can survive for decades. Molgheon hesitated at the bottom of the porch, but then, brushing away debris with her feet, she climbed the three steps, crossed the creaking boards, and knocked on the door. 
 
    Through the curtain, a shadow slowly rose from a seat and approached the entrance. The door opened, and a stale, musty aroma rushed out, causing Molgheon to catch her breath. A bent, frail figure stared at her, and for a moment, she didn’t recognize him. Before she could say anything, the old dwarf’s eyes lit up and a toothless smile showed through his thick, white beard. 
 
    “Molgheon,” he said, reaching out a thin hand to touch her arm. “It’s so good to see you.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, placing her hand on his. She was surprised not only that he remembered her name but also that she hadn’t recoiled from the touch. “It’s been a long time, Bressard.” 
 
    “Please, come in, come in.” 
 
    “I have friends with me.” 
 
    “Sounds like the old days,” the dwarf said, chuckling. “They’ll have to excuse the mess.” 
 
    “Of course,” Molgheon said, laughing. “Let me get them.” 
 
    She hurried back to the wagon and called for the dwarves to carry the cage inside. In a moment, they hoisted it from the bed and started for the porch. Molgheon walked a few feet in front, clearing branches so that nobody twisted an ankle, and when they reached the porch, she told them to give her a minute to clear the leaves and branches that hadn’t been swept away for years. When she finished, she guided them up the steps and through the door. The dwarves found a clear spot for the cage and set it down. Moving with the difficulty of old age, Bressard walked over and peered through the bars. 
 
    “You’ve captured a slave trader, eh?” 
 
    “We’re delivering him to Dorkhun for trial,” Leinjar responded. “Both of them.” 
 
    “So the hermit of Mount Roustdohn is still alive?” Torkdohn asked with a snort. 
 
    “He’ll be around longer than you,” Molgheon said. 
 
    “At my age, each sunrise is a pleasant surprise, but you can believe I’m happy to see the likes of you in a cage.” 
 
    “They won’t make it to Dorkhun, mark my words.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Bressard said, returning to his seat. Slowly, he lowered himself. “The rest of you are friends of Molgheon, so you’re friends of mine. Please, make yourselves at home.” 
 
    The dwarves introduced themselves and thanked him for letting them spend the night. Two of the Ghaldeons went to the wagon for food, two more went for wood, and the fifth went to the stove to ready it for a fire. All three Tredjards stayed near the cage, moving items out of arm’s reach and watching the traitors closely. Molgheon sat in a chair beside Bressard and briefly explained the situation. He listened intently, nodding at times and asking her to repeat words when he didn’t quite hear. When she finished, he rubbed his beard and sat silently for a few moments, deep in thought. 
 
    “Well,” he said at last. “I’m glad for the company. It’s been awhile since anyone stopped by.” 
 
    The Ghaldeons returned to the house with wood and food. Within moments, a fresh fire sparked to life in the stove, the wood cracking and popping as it took to flame, and the dwarves prepared their meal. Molgheon leaned back and watched. More than twenty years earlier, she and her husband had sat in this living room and enjoyed their last home-cooked meal together. She smiled at the memory and reached over and took Bressard’s hand. His skin was thin as paper and his hand was lighter than seemed possible, but he held her hand gently and smiled again, his tired eyes shining in the faint light of his lantern. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vishghu sat behind her mother as the clan matriarchs debated the latest proposal from the Kiredurks. They were evenly split, some believing the offer just and others holding firm that more land should be given. Vishghu’s mother was one of the few undecided, and her vote could decide the outcome of the war. Matriarchs took turns explaining their positions, and Vishghu noticed that the further to the east the clan lived the more they favored the proposal. She leaned forward and whispered the observation into her mother’s ear. The matriarch of Ghustaugaun turned and looked at her, pondering, and then smiled at her daughter’s keenness. 
 
    The two had talked well past darkness the night before, and Vishghu had told the story in as much detail as she could. Other matriarchs had gathered around and listened intently, especially whenever Evil Blade was mentioned, and when Vishghu had finished, her mother – while not convinced of Crushaw’s valor – had accepted that Vishghu had indeed fulfilled her duty by helping rescue Roskin from the orcs. The others agreed, and many had told the matriarch how lucky she was to have such a valiant and skillful daughter. Her mother had soaked up the praise with the pride only a parent can muster. 
 
    The story, however, had only more deeply divided them on the issue of the truce. Those wanting to accept the terms believed that since the heir was safe and Evil Blade still in exile there was no reason for continuing the war. Those opposed claimed that since Vishghu had been instrumental in freeing Roskin, the ogres deserved the lands from the gate to the Mother of Ice. For her part, Vishghu was frustrated by the lack of meaningful dialogue between the leaders. They were more interested in talking than listening, and the more one talked the more each seemed to solidify and defend her position. After having been around Kwarck, Crushaw, and the Marshwoggs, Vishghu had learned the value of listening and cooperating. This vain stubbornness for the sake of validating individual pride at the expense of the whole was not only ridiculous but dangerous. 
 
    Finally, it was her mother’s turn to speak, and she rose and walked to the center of the circle. She went through the standard diplomatic etiquette, thanking the other matriarchs for their thoughtfulness and for the opportunity to share her thoughts. Her mother was a good orator and a well-respected leader. If any could persuade the other undecided voters, it would be her, but Vishghu herself didn’t know which way her mother was leaning, so she listened intently as the matriarch started into her views: 
 
    “I am in a unique position. The Kiredurk heir and Evil Blade were discovered in our lands by my clan. I banished Evil Blade to the hermit Kwarck’s, sending my only daughter to watch over him. When Roskin, son of Kraganere, was taken as a slave, my daughter traveled across the Great Empire and into the orc lands to free him. My clan has fought at this gate from the beginning, and the blood of many of my kin stain this mountain. 
 
    “Nothing I can say here at this meeting could do justice to the sacrifices all of us have endured. I cannot give life back to those who’ve fallen, and I cannot take the grief away from those who’ve lost family. War is terrible, and the toll it takes on soldiers, leaders, civilians is immeasurable. 
 
    “We ogres have lived with war for many decades, and while we are far from broken, the strain of defending ourselves from the Great Empire has burdened us. Even as we stand here debating, human soldiers in the east are invading our lands and killing our people. All of us have sacrificed for that war, too, and I would argue that those sacrifices weigh more heavily than the ones on this mountain. 
 
    “While we haven’t broken through the gate and overrun the Kiredurks, we have wounded them deeply. As much of their blood covers these stones as ours, and we have shown them that they cannot send enemies into our lands and then blame us for defending ourselves. We have shown our strength and resolve, so much so that they kneel before us with wagons of gold and food. We have won this war, and they have surrendered to us. 
 
    “We all agree on that. Our only point of contention is whether or not we accept their terms of surrender, and today, I have listened as each of you have given your views on this matter, and I have been impressed by your thoughtfulness, your wisdom, your courage to speak your heart. On this day, I am proud to be an ogre. Now, the time is here to decide which path we will choose. 
 
    “I say to you, my sisters, that the prudent choice is to accept these terms and return our focus to driving the humans back south. They are our real enemy, and the gold and food we have won here, while not equal to even one ogre life, will serve us well against that enemy, and we should use it as such. For as long as history remembers, the Mother of Ice is our western border, and it does not serve us to cross it and give the Great Empire the impression that we are retreating from them. That is my belief, and that will be my vote.” 
 
    She thanked them again for allowing her to speak and then returned to her seat. One by one, the other matriarchs left to speak declined their turn, and finally, the moderator rose and addressed the assembly: 
 
    “Since no one else wishes to have their say, let’s break for lunch and return in an hour to hold the final vote.” 
 
    The ogres disbanded and settled into smaller clusters. Their attendants carried in their lunches, and soon, the din of many conversations filled the air. Vishghu wanted to say something to her mother about the speech, but she wasn’t sure what to say. She was glad that her mother had seen the prudence of returning focus to the Great Empire, and she had been moved by her mother’s words. Now, sitting here just the two of them, she wanted to tell her mother how proud she was and how much she loved her but couldn’t find the words. 
 
    “After we accept the surrender, I want you to return to Kwarck’s and finish your duty,” her mother said between bites. 
 
    “As you wish,” Vishghu said. 
 
    “You may think Evil Blade can be trusted, but we should watch him just the same.” 
 
    “I don’t mind.” 
 
    “Good. As soon as he dies, you can return to the village and take your place on my council.” 
 
    “Thank you. That means a lot.” 
 
    “You’ve earned it. Learn as much as you can from Kwarck. He is very wise. He can teach you all you need to know about how to rule.” 
 
    “Do you think we’ll ever heal this rift with the Kiredurks?” 
 
    Her mother shook her head, frowning. 
 
    “That’s a shame,” Vishghu said. 
 
    “We spent centuries living in peace,” her mother said. “But it only took a couple of months to tear that down. Strange how fragile it is.” 
 
    “It doesn’t make any sense,” Vishghu said, looking to the east. “How did things escalate so fast?” 
 
    “They found Evil Blade and were going to use him to attack us. It’s just fortunate we caught them before they made it to the gate. Who knows what they could’ve done with him leading them?” 
 
    “That’s not right. Roskin wasn’t taking him back to Dorkhun. They were heading east to Black Rock, something about a lost treasure.” 
 
    Her mother arched her eyebrows. 
 
    “Yes, I heard the story a few times. Something’s not right about any of this.” 
 
    “Well, hopefully this war is over, now.” 
 
    “I just hope we haven’t been weakened so much that we can’t fend off the invaders.” 
 
    “Me too, Vishghu. Me too.” 
 
    Vishghu stared at her plate of food and thought about the situation. She had learned at Kwarck’s that the dwarves believed Roskin had been sold into slavery by the ogres, and the ogres believed the Kiredurks were planning to attack them with Crushaw. How had both sides been led so astray from the truth? How had such inaccurate information made it to leaders of both sides? There was something she wasn’t seeing, but she knew there was more to this war than Roskin and Crushaw. She just needed to figure out what she was missing. 
 
    Her mother told her to stop daydreaming and eat her food, and the reprimand brought back memories from childhood. She had heard that line many times, and now, even though she was grown, she still minded her mother. Grabbing her fork, she tore off a piece of meat and chewed it slowly. The meat was cooked and seasoned perfectly, and she savored the flavor before swallowing. Soon enough, she would be back at Kwarck’s, and while his food was good, he couldn’t prepare meat like the ogres could. She would enjoy dining at her mother’s table for as long as possible, but even as she relished the meal, her mind mulled over all she had learned, trying to decipher what had driven two allies to turn on each other so completely. There was an answer, and she would find it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    One Conflict Ends 
 
      
 
    Roskin stood in a blacksmith’s shop next to the armory and marveled at the volume of weapons produced. The Ghaldeons had been at work night and day, hammering out axes and pikes with unrivaled efficiency. Many of them, like Molgheon, had been part of the Resistance, and they had been biding their time for the opportunity to put their skills back to use. When King Kraganere had requested they work for him, they had come in droves and had worked with the fervor only those whose livelihoods have been restored can. Now, with the war winding down, Roskin could sense their disappointment. 
 
    He had brought Bordorn here to see about the shield he wanted and had decided to have an axe forged for Krondious as well. Each dwarf was talking individually with a blacksmith, describing in detail what they wanted. The blacksmiths were taking measurements and scribbling notes. Roskin told the one with Bordorn to fashion a sword he could wield with one hand, and the smith added that to his notes. Once the blacksmiths were satisfied that they knew enough to fashion the equipment, Roskin handed them his sword and throwing axes and asked them to sharpen and polish his weapons. 
 
    “Where’d you get these?” one smith asked, his face glowing as he held the ancient weapons. 
 
    “Long story,” Roskin returned. “Please, take good care of them.” 
 
    “They were forged at least three hundred years ago. Look at the casting.” 
 
    The other blacksmith stepped closer and inspected one of them. His face also lit up as he rubbed his fingers along the handle, around the blade, and back across the counterweight. 
 
    “We’ll watch them like a mother with her newborn,” the second blacksmith said. “My papaw and daddy used to tell me stories about the skills of the elders, but I always thought them just legends passed down.” 
 
    “Know what you mean,” the other said. “I heard the same, but we always had to make things so fast we never got to focus on craft. Do you mind if we show them to some others?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Roskin said. 
 
    “Just make sure no one walks away with them,” Krondious added, pointing at each of them. “If my master doesn’t get them back, you’ll answer to me.” 
 
    The two blacksmiths smiled to ease his mind, but when Krondious’s expression didn’t change, both stammered they would make sure the axes were returned. Then, as if to prove it, they placed them inside a safe and locked it. Roskin thanked them and handed each a couple of gold coins as a good faith down payment, and the blacksmiths shook his hand and returned the thanks. 
 
    “Can you have my weapons ready by tomorrow for the ceremony?” Roskin asked. 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” the first smith said. “And we’ll let your friends take a couple of axes to have something to carry, too.” 
 
    “That’s much appreciated,” Roskin said. Then he turned to his friends. “Let’s go and let them get to work.” 
 
    The three dwarves left, and Roskin led them to the temporary palace where servants were busy packing for the trip to Dorkhun. Lunch time was near, so they went to the dining room to find what had been prepared. Captain Roighwheil sat alone in a corner, staring at his food and moving it around the plate with his fork. Roskin led Bordorn and Krondious to a table on the other side of the room and then excused himself to speak with the captain. The two dwarves barely noticed him leaving as a servant brought the first course. 
 
    Roskin extended his hand to the captain, and the dwarf stood and shook it firmly. The captain had always had one of the strongest grips Roskin had ever known. His son was nearly Roskin’s age, and the two had spent many hours boxing and wrestling as they grew up. Now, the son served in the elite guard, which had been stationed at the gate from the beginning of the war. The unit had seen more fighting than any and had also suffered far more casualties. The son had been wounded twice, neither time seriously, but the strain of worry showed around Captain Roighwheil’s eyes and in the gray now streaking his beard. 
 
    “May I join you?” Roskin asked. 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” the captain said, returning to his seat. 
 
    “Please, sir, I’m just Roskin,” the heir responded, sitting beside him. “I’m glad your son is safe.” 
 
    “Thanks. It’s good you’re back, too.” 
 
    Roskin looked around the room to see if anyone was close and, pleased that they had privacy, leaned closer. 
 
    “I need to talk to you about something,” he said, barely above a whisper. 
 
    “Anything you need.” 
 
    “It’s Master Sondious. He’s up to something.” 
 
    Captain Roighwheil nodded. 
 
    “I heard about the two of you trying to delay the war.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, my lord,” the captain said, looking away. 
 
    “No, Captain. You served the kingdom well. My father is grateful.” 
 
    The captain looked back at him, tears filling his tired eyes. 
 
    “I also heard how you saved him from the ogres.” 
 
    “Just doing my duty.” 
 
    “Now, I need you to do something else, and it could be just as dangerous.” 
 
    Captain Roighwheil nodded again. 
 
    “Leave for Dorkhun after we finish this meal and find out what Master Sondious is planning. I have a very bad feeling, and I don’t want my father to walk into some kind of ambush.” 
 
    “Do you really think he would betray your father like that?” the captain asked, tightening his jaw. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I do.” 
 
    “He’s not been the same since they hurt him,” the captain said, his voice distant. 
 
    “He trusts you. Whatever he’s planning, pretend to go along. I’ll make sure my father knows who you really serve. You’ll be protected.” 
 
    “Once I know something, I’ll send a runner. I serve this kingdom. I serve your family.” 
 
    After they said farewell, Roskin returned to Krondious and Bordorn, who were already on the third course and nearly ready for the fourth. Roskin teased them about the empty plates, and both returned the jests with jokes about Roskin worrying more about diplomacy than his friends. Roskin took his seat and ate a bite of the small salad waiting for him as the first course. The tender greens were covered in finely grated cheese and an oil and vinegar dressing. Something in the freshness of the salad reminded Roskin of Kwarck, and he thought about the hermit. The harvest was near, so he would probably be cleaning out his stalls. 
 
    From deep inside, a warm feeling came, and for just a moment, he was back on the farm, watching Kwarck and Crushaw have their lunches. The two old men looked content, as if the hardships of life were far away. A voice whispered inside Roskin’s mind to stay strong, that he was ready for his next challenge. Then, just as quickly, the vision and the voice were gone, and Roskin was back at the table. 
 
    “Where’d you go, Pepper Beard?” 
 
    “Just daydreaming.” 
 
    “You weren’t with us, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “You okay?” Krondious asked. 
 
    “I’m fine. Really. Let’s finish eating so we can prepare for tomorrow. My father wants us to rehearse a couple of times before we meet with the ogres.” 
 
    “You’re the one who’s behind,” Bordorn chuckled. “Don’t rush us.” 
 
    “I’m not very hungry,” Roskin said, pushing the salad bowl away. “Let’s go.” 
 
    They left the dining hall and went to the king’s chamber. The king was busy at his table, signing documents and sending runners to different parts of the kingdom with news the war was over. Each township was asked to send food to replenish the stores emptied for the truce. The gold and gems had come from Kraganere’s personal treasure, not the kingdom’s, so none of the citizens were asked to bear that burden, too. He looked up at the three dwarves and waved for them to have a seat and wait. 
 
    Roskin sat in a chair against the wall, and his friends took seats against the wall perpendicular to him. Bordorn entertained Krondious with stories about Roskin’s temper as a youth, and the king interrupted a few times to add details the Ghaldeon had forgotten. Krondious laughed heartily, but Roskin blushed, seeing his own foolishness. He now understood why he had been like that, partially from being pampered but also from having his fighting skills stifled by the peacefulness of his kingdom. Instead of being properly trained, he had been asked to repress who he was, but Crushaw and Molgheon had taught him much about self-control, a must if a warrior wants to live long. Now, part of him wished he could go back and apologize for his ridiculous tantrums. 
 
    His mind drifted to his mother. He hadn’t thought about her since his birthday, which he’d spent marching across the plains, and on that day, for the first time in his life, he hadn’t wondered if she was going to show up and surprise him. Seeing her in the forest, whether or not it was real, had eased much of his hurt. He understood where she was and why she had to be there, and that gave him comfort. Like before in the dining room, a warm feeling enveloped him and he found himself looking at her as she tended to the vegetables in her garden high in the trees. She looked up from a tomato plant and smiled at him, and also like before, a voice whispered inside his head that she loved him very much. He concentrated on her image and thought “I love you, too.” She smiled even more broadly, and her fierce eyes filled with moisture. 
 
    Then, without warning, he was back in his father’s chamber, and Bordorn was still telling stories from childhood. His father was hard at work on official documents, and attendants came and went from the room, delivering finished papers to the appropriate runners. Roskin watched his father, noticing the seriousness with which he conducted kingly business. Roskin had rarely gotten to see his father work, only the occasional trip to council meetings to observe routine matters. 
 
    There were many similarities between how his father behaved and how Crushaw had led the army of freed slaves. When he spoke, there was no trace of doubt, but he didn’t come across as threatening or bullying. He was simply in charge, and when he told someone to do something, there was no room given for debate. His mannerisms were also similar, like how he held his shoulders and how his face contorted as he concentrated on what was before him. Roskin smiled, realizing that like the old general his father was a good leader. 
 
    King Kraganere finished signing the last document and handed it to the attendant across the table. He explained where it needed to go, and the attendant hustled from the room with the sealed paper. The king stood, stretched, and asked if Roskin and the others were ready to practice for the ceremony. The three dwarves stood, and the king called to the hallway for another attendant. He asked the young dwarf to gather his generals and staff, and the attendant excused herself. Roskin asked if he could speak to his father in private, and Bordorn and Krondious followed her into the hallway. Roskin closed the door and turned to face his father. 
 
    “What’s on your mind, son?” 
 
    “I need to explain something,” Roskin said, crossing the room. “You and I must be the only ones who know this.” 
 
    The king adjusted in his seat, concern on his face. 
 
    “I asked Captain Roighwheil to return to Dorkhun and spy on Master Sondious.” 
 
    The king studied his son’s face but remained quiet. 
 
    “He’s up to something. We need to know what before we get there. Please, don’t be mad.” 
 
    “No, you’re right. I should’ve done that myself.” 
 
    “The captain should be on his way already. We should know something in a few days.” 
 
    The king slumped onto his chair and buried his face in his hands. Roskin walked over and gently touched his father’s shoulder, and the king reached up and grasped his son’s hand. 
 
    “He’s my best friend, Roskin. How’d it come to this?” 
 
    “When I was a slave, I tried to escape. I killed a Tredjard to do it. I didn’t even think twice. I saw a chance to get away, and nothing else mattered. Maybe, when the ogres had Master Sondious, something inside him snapped like that, and he hasn’t come back yet.” 
 
    “He’ll never come back, Roskin. My friend is gone. I don’t know this dwarf.” 
 
    “He trusts the captain.” 
 
    “Yes, that was a smart choice.” 
 
    “Let’s practice this ceremony and get ready for tomorrow. Like you said, we’ll deal with Master Sondious when we get back to Dorkhun.” 
 
    The king nodded and stood. The two dwarves left the room and found the others in the hallway. The attendant had returned with the generals and the other attendants she had hand picked for the ceremony. She moved close to the king and whispered to him that she couldn’t find Captain Roighwheil, and he whispered back that the captain had been summoned to Dorkhun for a personal matter. Then, the king announced to the gathering to follow him to the courtyard where they would rehearse where to stand and how to behave during the truce ceremony. As the group filed down the hallway, Roskin followed at the rear. Bordorn had befriended a couple of the attendants and walked with them, but Krondious waited for Roskin and stayed near as they made their way to the front of the house. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Kiredurks stood in well-formed lines along a ridge to the north of the gate. Even a few hundred yards away, the stench of the dead was pungent. The first line contained King Kraganere, Roskin, Krondious, Bordorn, and the generals. The second and third lines were infantry, stretching twice as wide as the front, the fourth and fifth crossbow archers, and the final the attendants. The wagons of food and gold were already on a path that led down the ridge and into the ogres’ camp. The king had decided not to include mules to pull the wagons, figuring the ogres could provide their own beasts of burden, so the wagons sat unhitched, guarded by the elite unit. 
 
    Across from them and a dozen yards down the ridge, the ogres stood in their lines, facing the dwarves and waiting. Roskin scanned their lines and found Vishghu, who stood in the second row near the center. He hadn’t been certain she would be there but was glad to see her, even under these circumstances. He wanted to speak to her and couldn’t reconcile that just a few months before they had fought together but now stood across from each other like enemies. He owed her his life and vowed one day to see that she was honored. 
 
    His father touched his elbow, and the two dwarves, king and heir, walked forward from the lines. Two ogres also walked to meet them. Roskin was dressed in new clothes tailored to fit his thinner frame. His sword was sheathed on his belt, and his axes, freshly polished and glinting in the morning light, were on his back. His father wore his best armor, also polished and shimmering, and carried his most elaborate battle axe. The two ogres wore their thickest furs and carried ornate clubs. As rehearsed, Roskin and his father stopped a few feet away and placed their weapons on the ground before moving closer. The ogres hesitated but then laid their clubs on the still dew-damp grass. 
 
    Once all four were within arm’s reach, the king spoke, going through the usual diplomatic etiquette, and the ogre across from him responded in kind. Roskin stood still and silent. Now that he was a little closer, he made eye contact with Vishghu and nodded. She returned the gesture, but neither smiled for fear of offending someone on the other side. Nonetheless, Roskin saw on her face that they were still friends, and that was enough. Once the king and the head matriarch had gone through the tactful routine, Roskin handed his father the final draft of the truce accord that had been signed by both king and heir. The king handed it to the matriarch, and she glanced over it to make sure nothing had been changed. Satisfied, she handed to the copy that had been sent to her earlier and contained her signature. 
 
    “You can leave a team here to bury your dead, and we will assist in any way necessary,” the king said, bowing slightly. 
 
    “We will send our best people to design and build a suitable monument.” 
 
    “Just let me know what materials you need.” 
 
    “This whole affair has been regrettable.” 
 
    “War always is,” the king said. 
 
    “True. We know war all too well.” 
 
    “My hope,” King Kraganere said. “Is that one day we can put this behind us and once again be allies.” 
 
    The ogre shrugged slightly, then turned and strode back to her lines, stopping for her club. The other one followed, and the two dwarves also retrieved their weapons. The king signaled to the elite unit to move from the wagons towards the gate. Then, he signaled to the generals to lead everyone underground. Roskin quickened his pace to catch the elite unit before it reached the gate, and when he caught them asked the sergeant if he could speak to Captain Roighwheil’s son for a moment. Gruffly, the sergeant agreed and called for the dwarf to hurry. The captain’s son stepped out of line and jogged towards the heir. His left cheek had a thick scar just above his beard, and he had a slight limp. 
 
    “Kanwheil, it’s been a long time,” Roskin said when his former sparring partner reached him. 
 
    “Yes it has, my lord.” 
 
    “You don’t have to call me that,” Roskin returned, stepping from the other soldiers as they filed towards the entrance. 
 
    “Is everything okay,” Kanwheil asked, moving with him. 
 
    “Your father has gone to Dorkhun to check on something for me. I can’t tell you much more.” 
 
    “Is he in trouble?” 
 
    “No. He’s fine.” 
 
    “He’s worried about what happened before the war, that stuff with that little weasel.” 
 
    “All I can tell you is that he serves the kingdom, no matter what anyone else tells you. Please, remember that.” 
 
    “He’s a good soldier,” Kanwheil said, rubbing the scar on his cheek. 
 
    “So are you, my friend.” 
 
    “Can I speak freely, my lord?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Just so you know,” Kanwheil said, lowering his voice and leaning in slightly. “There’s more than a few of the troops who blame you for this mess.” 
 
    “I count myself as one of them.” 
 
    “I just thought you should know that.” 
 
    “Better get back to your unit before that sergeant gets angry,” Roskin said, extending his hand. 
 
    “He stays that way,” Kanwheil answered, smiling somewhat. His grip was nearly as strong as his father’s. 
 
    The dwarf jogged back to his unit, which had assembled outside the gate and was waiting for the king and generals to pass before entering. Roskin also jogged to catch his father and walk with him. The War of the Eastern Gate was over, but Roskin knew that a lot of work remained to return the kingdom to peace, and though he had suspected that some may resent him, what Kanwheil had said weighed on him. It would take a great deal of time to rebuild his reputation and gain the respect of troops who had bled and lost their friends at his expense. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The shield forged for Bordorn fit around his left arm in two places – above his bicep near his deltoid and also just above his elbow. The shield extended from right above his shoulder to a foot below where his arm ended and was oblong in shape. In the middle, it was eighteen inches wide and tapered to six inches at both ends. The metal was dark gray and polished smooth on the outer side. The inner part was reinforced by three cross bars. In all, it weighed over thirty pounds, and before he had spent months working with the logging crew, he probably couldn’t have wielded it, but now, he carried it easily. His sword was very basic, a short blade merely a foot and half long with a fuller running the length of each side. Though not ornate, both the shield and sword were functional. 
 
    Krondious’s axe stood three feet tall, nearly to his chin, and each blade extended out a foot. The blades curved in a crescent and were sharp as razors. The metal was nearly black and hadn’t been polished, so it reflected very little light. The handle had been wrapped tightly with leather straps that offered an excellent grip. At the base of the handle, the tang was fashioned into a hammer head, offering not only a counter-weight but an additional weapon as well. The axe weighed under forty pounds, but with his massive arms, Krondious held it as easily as Roskin held his sword. 
 
    As the two dwarves handled their new weapons, Roskin settled his bill with the blacksmiths. He added an extra gold coin for each and thanked them for their speed. He was about to leave when they stopped him and said they had a gift. Krondious and Bordorn stopped playing with their weapons and came closer to see what it was. One of the blacksmiths produced a sword the same size as Bordorn’s, but a near perfect replica of Grussard’s blade. Other than the size, the other major difference was the color. The smiths had forged it with both the black and shiny metals together, and the sword was a marbled texture similar to Roskin’s beard. 
 
    “We wanted to make it striped,” one of the smiths explained. “But this was the best we could do.” 
 
    “This is awesome,” Roskin said, beaming at the beauty of the weapon. 
 
    “Nice,” Krondious said. 
 
    “That fits you,” Bordorn added. 
 
    “We wanted something to honor you. Your father gave us back our pride.” 
 
    “I am honored. I’m sure my father will appreciate it, too.” 
 
    “Here,” the other smith said. “Let me attach your scabbard.” 
 
    The blacksmith slid the leather strap through Roskin’s belt and fastened it to the lower hook on the scabbard, and Roskin reached around and sheathed the short sword. 
 
    “Look at you,” Bordorn said. “Who’d have thought the skinny little dwarf I used to boss around would one day carry two axes, two swords, and a dagger. Just so you know, I was only teasing you back then.” 
 
    “That so?” Roskin asked, smiling. “You seemed pretty sure of yourself.” 
 
    “Folly of youth,” Bordorn returned, and all five dwarves shared a good laugh. 
 
    “Well, like you said, once you learn how to use this shield, you’ll be bossing me around again in no time.” 
 
    “We’d better get moving,” Krondious said, hoisting his axe over his shoulder. “Your father has probably already started for Dorkhun.” 
 
    “Kronny’s right,” Bordorn said, sheathing his new sword in the scabbard one of the blacksmiths still held. The smith handed the sword and scabbard back, and Bordorn clutched it in his right hand. 
 
    “What’d you call me?” Krondious asked, stopping at the door but not turning. 
 
    “That’s my new name for you.” 
 
    “Get used to it,” Roskin said, slapping Krondious on the back. “He won’t call anyone by their real name.” 
 
    Again, the dwarves shared a laugh, and the three young warriors said good bye to the blacksmiths before heading for the road to Dorkhun. Bordorn and Krondious were still bickering about the new nickname as they turned onto the main road, but without warning, the dark fear washed through Roskin, and he saw again, even more vividly this time, the vision of the capital in ruins. Buildings lay in rubble, fires raged, and voices cried in agony. Roskin fell to his knees from the images, gasping for air. 
 
    “Pepper Beard!” Bordorn gasped, reaching for him. 
 
    Krondious squatted beside him and asked what was the matter. Roskin caught his breath and looked first at Bordorn and then at Krondious. The concern on their faces was as sincere as any he had ever seen, and he was grateful to have these two with him to face whatever terror waited for them in Dorkhun. He got to his feet and brushed the dust from his knees and palms. 
 
    “We have to hurry,” he said. “We have to catch up to my father.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Gathering Near the Valley 
 
      
 
    Leinjar woke early and relieved the Ghaldeon who had taken the last watch. The sleepy dwarf stretched out on the floor to get more rest before the day began. Moving quietly so as not to wake anyone, Leinjar prepared the stove for the breakfast fire. As he snapped small pieces of wood for kindling, his mind drifted to the life he had before slavery. At some point after his capture, he had forced himself to stop worrying about his family and had concocted an elaborate life for them in his mind. His wife had met someone fine and upstanding, who then gave his sons a good life. The boys had forgotten their father, for it would be easier to forget him than be reminded constantly that he was the one who had failed to protect the gate. While a leisure slave, he survived by convincing himself they were living a good life. 
 
    Now that he was free and back in the western mountains, he wondered if they really were happy, if their lives had been everything he had dreamed. In his heart, he knew more than likely his wife had been shunned because of his failure, and his children had probably been relegated to service in the lowest class of hard laborers. The guilt he carried for not defending his home was crushing. He couldn’t imagine returning there, to bring his shame to their doorstep. For all their sakes, it was best to deliver Torkdohn and Jase to Dorkhun and live out his days among the Kiredurks. 
 
    Once he had the stove ready, he rummaged through the food the Ghaldeons had brought from the wagon the previous night and found enough slices of cured meats to make everyone breakfast. The food had been Torkdohn’s and had been sufficient to get him, his crew, and his captive back into the conquered lands, but now with six extra mouths, the rations were running low. They needed wild game to get to the Kiredurk lands. 
 
    He looked around Bressard’s pantry and found little other than beans, cucumbers, and tomatoes, most of which had been canned in glass jars. The old dwarf had no meat, no spices, and nothing to make cheese. It reminded Leinjar of being in the cage and only having scraps from the lowly orcs. Rarely did the leisure slaves get more than half-rotten vegetables, and he sympathized with the old dwarf, who had grown too old to hunt and probably felt half-starved most of the time. Leinjar knew that feeling, the deep desperation of needing nourishment but not having the means to find it. That was no way to live and was not a just end for someone who had offered so much generosity to those in need. The previous night, before everyone had settled in, Molgheon had told stories about Bressard and what he had done for the soldiers of the Resistance. He deserved better. 
 
    By the lightening of the horizon along the eastern ridge, Leinjar figured there was roughly an hour before dawn. He stared at the silhouette of the mountain, fringed by an aura of purple, and soaked in the beauty. Before the ogre had smashed in the door to the cage, he had long given up on ever seeing the sun rise over the western mountains again, and now standing in this home and watching it, the enormity of what he had endured was clear. He had missed his children’s lives – someone else had seen them off for their first days in school; someone else had taught them to wield a pike; someone else had braided their beards for the first time. Those were a Tredjard father’s responsibilities, and all of that had been taken from him and from them. No matter who had done those things, no matter how patient he had been, no matter his social standing, he was not their daddy. Nothing could ever give that back. 
 
    For the first time in as long as he could remember, tears streamed down his cheeks and dampened his beard. He held on to the counter, trying to steady himself, but fell to his knees and sobbed against the worn wood. For the first time in his life, he didn’t try to stop it. He had been able to convince himself his children had been fine without him, but he hadn’t been fine without them, and he missed their faces, the wonder and light in their eyes, the innocent beauty of their laughter. In the cage and on the trip home, the threat of death had remained so palpable he hadn’t allowed himself the luxury of grieving, but now, alone in this kitchen, he surrendered to it. 
 
    Some minutes later, a hand touched his shoulder and then stroked his tangled, matted hair. He lifted his face from the cabinet and saw Molgheon beside him. Her eyes also filled with tears, she sat beside him and continued to rub her fingertips across his temple. Usually, she avoided all physical contact, and for one of the most lethal warriors he had ever known, her touch was as tender as any mother’s. 
 
    “I won’t pretend to know your pain,” she whispered. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he responded, wiping his nose with the sleeve of his filthy tunic. 
 
    “Nothing to be sorry for,” she continued. “You’ve lost more than your share, but right now, you need to pick yourself up, pull yourself together, and not let the others see you like this.” 
 
    Leinjar nodded and wiped away his tears. 
 
    “You’re their leader,” she said. “They need your strength. It’s a tough road to make it through the valley and to the gate. They need you.” 
 
    “Guess a blubbering idiot doesn’t inspire much confidence, huh?” 
 
    “Not usually,” she chuckled. 
 
    “It just came over me.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Leinjar grabbed hold of the counter and pulled himself to his feet. Molgheon rose and studied Bressard’s kitchen and pantry as Leinjar had earlier. Her face drooped in sadness, and she briefly described to Leinjar how it had looked most of the times she had been here. There had been canned vegetables, rows upon rows, but also cured meats, ripe cheeses, and baskets of nuts. The yard had always been groomed with a garden on the southern slope to catch the full day’s sun. The only exception was her last visit when his shelves were nearly bare and his meats sent with unit after unit of half-starved Ghaldeons. When Molgheon had arrived, Bressard barely had food remaining to get through winter, and still he had shared with her. 
 
    “We need meat ourselves,” Leinjar said, stroking his beard. “Maybe while you hunt, me and the others can do some work around here. Help him out a little as payment.” 
 
    “There’s only one problem,” Molgheon said. “I have two bolts left. The others spilled out yesterday.” 
 
    “That is a problem.” 
 
    “You’ll never make it to the gate,” Torkdohn mocked from the cage, grinning. “You’re all dead already, mark my words.” 
 
    “Told you I should’ve kept him gagged,” Leinjar growled, scowling at the slave trader. Torkdohn continued grinning but didn’t say any more. 
 
    “We’ll gather as many nuts as we can,” Molgheon said. “This time of year, they should be close to ripe. We can find enough to get us there.” 
 
    Leinjar thought about having only nuts to survive on for several days. While he had made it longer on less, he had eaten fairly well since the uprising on the plantation and had become accustomed to having a full belly. They could make it, without a doubt, but he didn’t relish that they would have to cross mountains on such meager sustenance. He looked around the pantry again, hoping to see more food, but if anything, the volume seemed much less the second time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    From the back of the house, Bressard shuffled into the living room and stopped near the kitchen. He glared at Torkdohn for a moment, his milky eyes flashing with anger, but then looked at Molgheon and smiled. She walked to him, took his arm, and helped him to his chair across the living room. The brown leather had worn on the armrests, seat, and back, and the cushions sagged in the contour of his body. Slowly, he lowered himself and groaned as his joints, battered from two thirds of a century living off the land, crackled and popped. 
 
    “Don’t let anyone lie,” he said to Molgheon. “Getting old isn’t fun.” 
 
    She patted his hand and smiled. 
 
    “I’ve spent most of my life on this mountain. There was a time when I rose before the sun, hunted in the morning, and tended the garden all day. Not anymore. I wish I had more to offer you, but what I’ve got won’t see me through the winter.” 
 
    “We’re going to gather nuts,” Molgheon said. “We’ll bring a basket or two back to you.” 
 
    “The mountain’s teeming with deer since I can’t hunt them anymore. I see them in my yard all the time. A shot as good as you should have meat, not nuts.” 
 
    “I’m down to two bolts,” she said, shrugging. 
 
    “Look in there,” Bressard said, pointing at a closet behind the front door. 
 
    Molgheon opened it, and on the wall hung Bressard’s bow and a quiver full of arrows. She remembered it from before. Bressard had always been proud of it, for in his late thirties, it had been a gift from a Loorish elf. Bressard had given the elf shelter during a lightning storm one afternoon, and to show his appreciation, the elf had returned a few months later with the bow, carved the perfect size for a dwarf. The elf had then taught him how to make excellent arrows, and during one of her stays, Molgheon had learned a few of those tips from Bressard. She stared at the bow for a few heartbeats, wondering if she should accept the apparent offer to hunt with it. 
 
    “Pick it up,” Bressard said. “I’ve kept the string in decent shape, but it’s not been let loose for too long.” 
 
    “I’ll be very careful with it,” Molgheon said, lifting it off the hook as if it were a precious work of art. Her old bow had been well-crafted by a Ghaldeon, but compared to how light and precise this one was, hers had been whittled from old lumber in a scrapyard. 
 
    She slung the bow across her back and then strapped the quiver to her belt. Then, she told Leinjar to watch the cage and went outside. On the mountainside, even in the middle of summer, the morning air was cold, and as she breathed, her breath steamed out in thin columns. She walked around the house to the eastern end and crept into the thick forest of ponderosa pine. Her eyesight quickly adjusted to the faint light of dawn, and she made her way deep into the woods, moving as silently as a panther. When she found a good clearing, she unslung the bow, notched an arrow, and perched on a fallen tree. She listened to the forest for animals foraging, fattening themselves for the coming winter. In a few minutes, she heard something to her left. 
 
    Slowly, she turned on the log and raised the bow. Careful not to draw back too fast and make commotion, she readied for a shot. From the weight of the footsteps, she knew there was a deer a few feet away, but it hadn’t come into sight, so she held herself still, poised to let the arrow fly. When the buck came into view, it was beautiful in the dim light, its lean body stepping gracefully on the forest floor. Molgheon held the shot until it was perfectly clear, then released the string. Before she could blink, the arrow flashed across the short distance and pierced the buck’s heart. The animal never saw or heard anything before it crumpled. 
 
    Molgheon reslung the bow and walked over to the fallen animal. Its eye stared at her, lifeless and unblinking. She struggled with its weight at first but managed to hoist it across her shoulders and carried it towards the house. She had to stop and lean against a tree twice before she made it back, where smoke now rose from the chimney, but she laid the fresh kill on the back porch and went inside to find someone to clean it. Two of the Ghaldeons followed her outside to see her prey, and their eyes grew wide. One hurried inside to borrow a dressing knife from Bressard, and the other cleared away debris for a spot to clean it. 
 
    Molgheon returned to the forest and found a different hiding spot. This time it took nearly an hour for another deer to come close enough for her to have a reasonable shot, but when a good-sized buck wandered into her clearing, she killed it with a single shot, too. Again, she carried the animal to the house, where the two Ghaldeons almost had the first one dressed, and laid this one close to them. They grinned at her, but she didn’t wait for the praise, heading back into the forest. The sun was climbing and would soon clear the ridge across from them, and when it did, the temperature would rise. Once that happened, the odds of finding more easy game would be gone. 
 
    She found a third clearing farther north than the first two and settled in, but this time, she only had to sit a few minutes before she made her third kill. During the Resistance, she had lived off the land for long stretches and had hunted practically every day, but back then, wild game had been thinned by both the Ghaldeons and the encroaching humans. A good day’s hunt consisted of maybe a rabbit or two, and deer were virtually non-existent. As she carried this one to the house, she imagined what her unit would have thought if anyone had gotten three deer in one morning. That thought made her smile. Once she placed this one on the ground, she was soaked with sweat and exhausted. She crossed the back porch and entered, where Leinjar was already cooking fresh meat for lunch. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bressard watched the dwarves move about his place, some carrying in wood for his firebox, others bringing fresh meat to the kitchen, and still others taking a break from their labor outside. He had never allowed anyone to do these things for him, even when dozens of soldiers had slept in his yard and on his floor, and had he been a few years younger, he would have scolded them for meddling with his things. Now, with his muscles so weak he could barely walk and his food stores so low he rarely ate more than once a day, he resigned himself to the fact that his time had passed. 
 
    The summer before, he had been able to forage for nuts, plant a garden, and can the harvest, and luckily, the yield had been plentiful. If it hadn’t been for the vegetables from the previous year, he would’ve already starved to death because, as spring bloomed into summer, he couldn’t make it to the garden to plant anything. Knowing the food would run out, he realized this would be his last summer, and while he had long felt the presence of death, the absolute knowledge that it was close had saddened him. He wasn’t scared of dying and wasn’t upset he would pass on; what made him sad was knowing his home, as well-built and well cared for as any above ground, would rot into the ground and disappear. 
 
    Then, the pretty young soldier had knocked on his door again in the middle of the night. He hadn’t had a visitor for at least ten summers, and when he heard the knock, he had thought maybe it was something blowing against the door or his imagination. His eyesight and hearing were still pretty good, not as good as they once had been, but good enough. Smell and taste were nearly gone, but as far as he could tell, his mind was fairly sharp. Seeing her familiar face had warmed him more than he would’ve believed possible. 
 
    Now, sitting in his worn chair, he looked at the slave trader in the cage. While he didn’t recognize the younger one, he knew Torkdohn well. Many years before, the dwarf had been part of the Resistance, a merchant who at great risk to his own life, had delivered food and weapons to the soldiers. Bressard had put him up dozens of times and, at one point, had considered him a friend. But as it became clear the Great Empire could not be stopped and the eastern lands were lost, Torkdohn became one of the Ghaldeons who betrayed his own people for self-preservation and greed. The last time Bressard had seen him was not long after he had become a slave trader, and their parting had not been pleasant. For many years, Bressard had feared Torkdohn would lead the Great Empire to his place, and he would either die at their hands or be hauled off in chains. Seeing his former friend in bondage, Bressard hoped he would pay for the countless lives he had destroyed. 
 
    The mountain had been Bressard’s home for seventy years. Before, he had lived to the west in Kehldeon. His father had been a handyman for the prosperous families in the city, and Bressard worked for him and planned to take over the business when his father became too old. In his late teens, he married a beautiful dwarf from a good family, and for three years, his life was as close to perfect as he could imagine. Then, she had died in childbirth, and losing both the love of his life and his first son had been more than he could handle. He wandered east, rarely staying more than a night or two in any township or village. He had no plan for where he was going or what he was going to do. He simply wandered and grieved. 
 
    Then, he came across this home and its former owner, a gentle Ghaldeon who had lived here for sixty years. The hermit had taken him in during a snow storm and had let him sleep on the floor in exchange for help with some of the chores the old dwarf could no longer manage. In time, Bressard’s grief had diminished, and the old dwarf became sick with fever. On his death bed, the hermit had asked Bressard to stay in the house and care for it, and having nothing else in life that mattered, Bressard agreed. 
 
    As the realization he would starve to death had overtaken him, he often felt he had failed to care for the place, but as soon as he saw the pretty young soldier who had been so kind and generous, hope had blossomed. He knew her husband was gone, and from the weariness in her eyes, he could see she was tired of travel. He would offer her the house and hope she would take it on as he had seventy years before. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After carrying the third kill from the forest, Molgheon’s legs shook with fatigue. She returned the bow and quiver to the closet and sat beside Bressard. He was lost in thought, and in the light of late morning, he looked frail and exhausted. Without thinking, Molgheon took his hand. He started from the touch but smiled at her as soon as his eyes focused on her face. 
 
    “Molgheon,” he said, motioning for her to lean closer. “There’s something I need to ask you.” 
 
    “Anything, my friend.” 
 
    “Will you stay with me and help me care for this place?” 
 
    “Oh Bressard, I can’t,” she said, touching her hand to her mouth. “I have to deliver them to Dorkhun.” 
 
    “My time is short. This home needs a caretaker.” 
 
    Molgheon looked around the living room, and for a moment, comfort enveloped her, as if the mountain itself were embracing her. She hadn’t felt at home anywhere since her husband had died. She looked at Torkdohn, who had his back turned and was studying the dwarves in the kitchen. Promises had been made to return him to Roskin for trial, and while she was certain he would be content if the slave trader died along the way, she couldn’t force the others to break their oaths. 
 
    “You’ve given so much,” she said to Bressard. “Let me guide these dwarves to the Kiredurk gate, and I’ll return.” 
 
    “Are you pacifying one whose beard is thin?” 
 
    Molgheon gently gripped his hand and smiled: 
 
    “No, my friend. I give you my word.” 
 
    “That’s more than enough.” 
 
    “Are you hungry?” she asked. 
 
    “Very much.” 
 
    “Let me see what is ready.” 
 
    She rose and moved to the kitchen, shocked at how at ease she was with the decision. This home soothed her, and after a lifetime of hardship, she needed comfort. Bressard would not live much longer; there was no need to pretend differently. If she could provide comfort to his last days, she would do so. The others could continue to Dorkhun without her once she had gotten them to the gate, but there was no need to share her decision with anyone before the time was at hand. 
 
    In the kitchen, Leinjar directed the other Tredjards with the cooking and the Ghaldeons with small chores around the house. Molgheon paused, just out of reach of the cage, and watched him issue orders. Half a life as a slave had diminished his social skills, and anyone first meeting him in a refined setting would have dismissed him as a churlish ruffian, but she could see his instinct for leadership. He was sharp or gentle as needed, offering rebukes or encouragement according to the dwarf and the situation. While Crushaw was the best leader she had ever known, Leinjar wasn’t far off. Finally, she stepped into the kitchen and got his attention. 
 
    “We should get on the road after sunset,” she said. 
 
    “We’ll be ready,” he returned, adding wood to the stove. 
 
    “We’ll need to cut cross-country. I can find the way, even in the dark, but we’ll have to leave the cage and wagon here.” 
 
    “Really?” he asked, looking over his shoulder at her. “That a good idea?” 
 
    “No, but it’s safer than traveling the main roads.” 
 
    “I trust you.” 
 
    “I need a plate for Bressard,” she said pointing to the cooked meat. Leinjar placed a thin slice on a plate and handed it to her, along with a fork and knife. She took the food to Bressard and asked if he needed help. The old dwarf balanced the plate in his lap and slowly cut a bite. Even though the meat was tender, it took several tries to cut completely, but once he did, he lifted the bite to his mouth and smiled as he chewed. 
 
    “I can’t taste much anymore, but that’s good,” he said, cutting again. 
 
    “I’m glad you like it,” she said. Satisfied that he could manage on his own, she returned to the kitchen and spoke to Leinjar. “I’m gonna hide the wagon and ready the horses for the walk.” 
 
    “You two help her,” he said to the Tredjards without looking up from the stove. 
 
    They stopped working with the meat and followed her to the wagon. All three quickly rummaged through Torkdohn’s gear, searching for anything they might need to get to the gate, and once they had gotten everything they thought might be useful, they hitched the horses and drove the wagon to Bressard’s dilapidated barn. While the house needed minor repairs and debris cleared, the barn was beyond hope. Most of the boards on the southern face had come loose on one end and pointed to the ground in odd angles. The remaining few curled in a C shape, allowing light to pour into the stalls. One section of roof had collapsed, and the rest looked ready to follow. While the Tredjards unhitched the horses, Molgheon carefully pulled open the main stall door. 
 
    They cleared space for the wagon and then pushed it inside. Molgheon closed the door and followed the Tredjards, who were leading the two horses, back to the front porch. In a matter of hours, they would be on their way, and at that time, they would leave the cage on the back porch and secure the captives on the backs of these horses. By her estimation, they could make it to the gate in a couple weeks. Then, she would explain her decision to Leinjar and return home. She hadn’t used that word with any real meaning for years, but thinking it now made her smile. Stopping on the porch, she stared at the mountains and let the feeling of comfort wash over her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    A Warning of Disaster 
 
      
 
    Krondious crawled into a grove of trees and curled into as tight a ball as he could in the shadows. The sunlight blinded him, causing his head to pound, and the smells of the forest overwhelmed him, sending waves of nausea through his stomach. When he had first emerged from the gate, the sky had been overcast, and while the light was more than he had ever experienced, it had been tolerable. Now, with no clouds to block the sun, it was too much. As he lay there, the king’s words echoed in his mind: 
 
    “Living in exile above ground is a far worse punishment for someone from the deep.” 
 
    At the time, he hadn’t fully understood, for like all dwarves of the deep, he had no reference for the brightness of the surface. There, sunlight was a reflection off a mirror, dim and subtle. Here, it was a relentless orb, blazing and unblinking. Blinded, he was defenseless for the first time in his life, and that terrified him. Not two hours before he had been the most feared Kiredurk in the kingdom, but now, he was reduced to a prone heap on the mountainside. Any predator could have made short work of him, and as he lay there, part of him wished for that relief. 
 
    But no predator came, and slowly, the sun descended behind the southwestern ridge. Twilight took the earth, and once the fierce light was gone, the pounding in his head eased. Famished and thirsty, he opened the pack the constable had left and found the waterskin. He drank heartily, thinking the water especially sweet, and ate a piece of dried beef. His stomach gurgled and churned, and the meager ration did little to quiet it. 
 
    As twilight faded into darkness, the mountainside crackled with nocturnal sounds. Tree frogs called their nightly chorus, and rodents scurried across dry twigs. Krondious had never heard such noises and couldn’t sit still for scanning around each time a new sound came. In the deep, he had laughed at jumpy dwarves, believing them cowards, and whenever he met one, he relished finding ways to scare them. Now, with the entire mountain alive with noises he’d never heard, he wished he had been a little less cruel and a little more understanding. 
 
    Realizing he would soon need food and water, he gathered his paltry supplies and started down the overgrown trail. Compared to the darkness of home, the path was well-lighted, so he had little trouble picking his way down the loose gravel. The signpost at the edge of the kingdom had indicated there would be a small township at the base of the mountain roughly eight miles away. When he reached the town, he could find a room to spend the day in, and after a good sleep, figure out what to do and where to go. 
 
    As he walked, he realized most of the sounds had diminished, and an eerie silence had enveloped the trail. The deep had places this silent, and he would often sit alone for hours and think about things. He had never fit in among his kin, and more often than not, he preferred solitude to the awkwardness of trying to conform. In the deep, the silence had felt natural, but here, even though he had never been on the surface before, it seemed amiss. He strained his ears for sounds of danger and peered into the forest for anything about to pounce. 
 
    Wind stirred the trees, causing shadows to dance in and out of the limbs, and between the motion and the smells, he was overloaded and unable to focus. It reminded him of being drunk but without the euphoria. He wished the constable had left an axe, a dagger, any weapon. Anything would have eased his sense of helplessness. As it were, he only had the small leather pack with the waterskin and a few strips of dried meat, nothing with enough substance to serve even as a small club. 
 
    Before him, a rock wolf stepped onto the trail, its silver hair bristling. It held its head near its front legs, staring at him with yellow eyes that flickered with hunger. Its teeth were bared and seemed to glow with faint light. Krondious froze mid-stride and held as still as he could, listening for the rest of the pack. Rock wolves sometimes made it as far as the deep, preying on livestock in remote regions, and one thing Krondious knew was they were rarely found alone. He braced himself and waited. 
 
    The one in front of him let out a shrill yelp, as if something had caused it pain, and Krondious started from the sound. At once, the others leapt from the forest and surrounded him, moving as a unit. He counted five, including the one blocking the trail, and with no weapon, he resigned himself to death. His only hope was that one would snap his neck early so it would be quick and painless, but he knew more than likely, his end would not be so gentle. 
 
    The one that had blocked him leapt forward and landed a foot in front of him, yelping again, flattening on the ground, and holding still. At the same instant, the one behind Krondious lunged, but instead of distracting him by lying on the ground, it sunk its teeth into his shoulder. Krondious groaned and dropped to his knees. The rock wolf tightened its grip, and a shriek burst from the prone dwarf. The other wolves moved in, nipping at his arms and legs, but luckily none of their bites found flesh, only the loose fabric of his clothes. 
 
    That night in the bar, he hadn’t meant to kill the farm boy. The whole scenario had started as a joke. He had only wanted to scare the boy, maybe rough him up a little, but when the kid had gone for a weapon, an instinct Krondious couldn’t control had taken over. From the moment the boy had touched his axe until the constable had locked him in the local jail, he had the sensation of being deep inside himself, and his body moved without effort, snapping the kid’s arm and sinking the axe in his belly. As dwarf after dwarf had tried to subdue him, a calmness he hadn’t felt before had settled on him, a peace he had never known. The memory, the unnaturalness of the sensation, disturbed him. 
 
    Now, with the rock wolf ripping his shoulder and the others moving in, that same calmness took over. He gathered himself and found his quiet center. He wasn’t afraid of death, but he wanted to live. There were still things he wanted to do. 
 
    Reaching across his torso and over his left shoulder with his right hand, he grabbed the one biting him and squeezed with all his strength. The wolf struggled for a moment, but then, its skull cracked with a loud pop and within a couple of heartbeats, it released its grip and went limp. Krondious flung its lifeless body away and, still using his right arm, grabbed the throat of the closest wolf. The animal sensed danger a moment too late, for as it struggled to escape, Krondious crushed its windpipe. 
 
    The remaining three retreated a few steps and regrouped, and Krondious clambered to his feet. His left shoulder throbbed, and he clutched his left arm against his ribs, trying to minimize the motion in his shoulder. The lead wolf leapt in front again, yelping its shrill, annoying bark once more, and the other two moved to each side, flanking the lone dwarf. 
 
    This time, he ignored the decoy and swung his right arm in a wide-sweeping backhand. He caught the wolf on that side squarely in its ribs, and from the force of his blow, the animal tumbled down the rise several feet. The one to his left grabbed his left arm with a solid bite, but as it sunk its teeth into his flesh, the dwarf swung his right arm back across his body and punched it directly in the jaw, snapping bones and crumbling the wolf to the ground. As it landed, he stomped its throat. 
 
    The decoy darted into the trees, moving down the mountain in the same direction as the one Krondious had sent tumbling. He scanned the forest’s edges, peering into the shadows for any motion that might warn of another attack. To his left up the slope, something stirred the branches as it moved down the hill towards him. He set his feet and braced for whatever foe might emerge from the trees. His shoulder screamed, the wound tightening as blood clotted and muscles tensed themselves. He dug his elbow against his ribs and gritted his teeth. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid,” a gentle voice said from the woods. Although barely a whisper, it seemed beside him. “I heard you cry out.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he answered, his voice louder than he intended rolling down the mountainside. 
 
    “You’re an outcast?” 
 
    “What business is it of yours?” 
 
    “None, I suppose, but few Kiredurks wander this path, and fewer still survive the rock wolves alone.” 
 
    Krondious glanced at the dead wolves and back to the direction of the voice. 
 
    “May I tend to that shoulder?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    From the shadows, a figure emerged, a sight unlike anything Krondious could imagine. He had seen few humans and fewer elves in the deep, but this person or creature or apparition was as close to elf as anything. As she glided towards him, her body seemed half-solid, half-mist, and vapor trailed her. Her skin and hair was light as fresh cream, but she was so shrouded in mist she was nearly opaque against the darkness. Krondious froze, trapped between terrified and infatuated. 
 
    “What’s your name?” she asked, pulling back the torn tunic and looking at his shoulder. 
 
    “I’m Krondious, from the deep.” 
 
    “My name is Aleichan.” 
 
    “Please, forgive my poor manners, but what are you?” 
 
    “Have you ever seen a cave troll in the deep?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I am to the trees as the trolls are to the rocks.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “That’s okay. This wound isn’t so bad,” she said, reaching into her tunic and taking out a small, leather pouch. With her delicate fingers, she opened the flap and took out a pinch of dried leaves. “These will help.” 
 
    Just above the wound, she rubbed her thumb and index finger in counter-circles against each other, grinding the leaves into a fine powder that coated the area. The dwarf’s skin tingled, but the sensation wasn’t unpleasant. 
 
    “Are you a ghost?” 
 
    “No,” she responded, laughing. “I’m as alive as you are. Let me see your forearm.” 
 
    Krondious held up his arm, and she repeated the process over that wound. 
 
    “Let’s walk towards town,” she said, returning the pouch to her tunic. “We can protect each other the rest of the way.” 
 
    Though she was slight and hardly an imposing presence, Krondious didn’t question that she could protect him. He retrieved his leather sack and resumed his march down the trail. She moved beside him, and while her legs moved in the form of walking, the motion was more like gliding. 
 
    “Why are you exiled?” she asked. 
 
    “Murder,” Krondious answered, staring down. 
 
    “It takes a lot of courage to admit that freely.” 
 
    “My life’s over. What’s it matter what anyone thinks of me?” 
 
    “Your life is just beginning, Krondious, from the deep.” 
 
    “I’m an outcast. My honor is gone.” 
 
    “Maybe one day you’ll reclaim it?” 
 
    “Maybe,” he huffed, showing disdain. 
 
    “Do you know what luck is?” she asked, her tone calm and patient. 
 
    “I don’t know anything.” 
 
    “Good. That’s a good place to start. Luck is when preparation meets opportunity. If you want to restore your honor, remember that.” 
 
    Then, she fell silent, and the two continued down the mountain without speaking. In the distance, flickering torchlight signaled the town. Feeling exhaustion overtaking him, Krondious focused on the trail only at the ground immediately in front of him. As the path flattened and curved towards the first building in town, he turned to thank Aleichan, but she was no longer there. He paused and stared back up the mountainside, wondering if she had been something real or part of his imagination. 
 
    *** 
 
    The first year above ground was the worst. Most nights he barely slept more than a couple of hours because he would start awake with an unnamable anxiety and spend the rest of the night looking at whatever ceiling he happened to be under. There was nowhere to call home, so mostly, he roamed from town to town, rarely staying in one place long. Food had little taste and ale no pleasure, and since the incident with the farm boy, he was scared to get in another fight. He regretted the lives he had taken, and the last thing he wanted was to shed more innocent blood. Every day became a gray blur, and more than once, he contemplated suicide.  
 
    Over time, however, living on the surface became easier. After the first year, most days the sunlight was bearable, and once he settled in the small logging town in the south, Krondious quickly realized he was perfectly suited for felling trees. His powerful arms and chest could swing an axe for hours without tiring, and as he chopped, he concentrated on his technique. Finding a niche gave him something to focus on, and slowly, he climbed out of the deepest end of the depression. Small joys, like a well-prepared meal, again became pleasurable, and he found himself sleeping through the night. While he wouldn’t call himself happy, he found this existence tolerable. 
 
    As years passed and he grew from a young dwarf into adulthood, he perfected his swing to the point that he could fell twice as many trees in a day as anyone else. He could also split any block of wood, regardless of diameter, with one stroke. Many a stranger had lost a week’s wages betting against him with the locals, and among loggers, his physical strength and agility with his axe were legendary. For his part, Krondious mostly kept to himself. He would drink in the tavern with his crew, and he would sometimes eat with them, but most of the time, he would go deep into the forest to work alone. 
 
    Often, as he worked, focusing on his swing, he would think about Aleichan and wonder if she had really been with him on the mountain. Part of him was convinced she had merely been a pain-induced hallucination, something his mind concocted to get himself down the trail and into town. Then, there was the other part that remembered the leaves she had crumbled onto his wounds. Within a couple of days, those wounds had healed completely with hardly a scar. That part believed she was still there and that he would see her again. Regardless, he never spoke of her to anyone, and even if he had wanted to, he wouldn’t have known what to say or where to begin. 
 
    Life continued, day after day, season after season, for several years, and while it was tolerable, he missed home. Sometimes, he would dream about the darkness of the deep but wake up disappointed by the faint light of the stars. Two dwarves in the logging town were also from the deep, and occasionally, they would commiserate about life on the surface, usually over several pints of ale. On those nights, Krondious would cry himself to sleep, so miserable he couldn’t stand the feeling of his own flesh. 
 
    Then, one afternoon, he returned from the forest to find a group of soldiers from the Great Empire in town. The humans had never bothered with Rugraknere, so it was a start to see them. A large crowd had gathered in the center of town near the shame cage used for drunks, and Krondious moved to the edge and listened to what the human in charge was saying, which was a lot of nonsense about reasonable taxes and honest labor, so Krondious nudged the dwarf beside him and asked what was happening. 
 
    “They’re looking for that old man and the dark beard that stay with Shaman Bokey, but they’ve gotten out of town.” 
 
    “What’s this about taxes?” 
 
    “These jokers are gonna stay and ‘protect’ us from renegades and murderers like the two that escaped. We’ve gotta pay them for this privilege.” 
 
    “That’ll be the day,” Krondious said gripping the handle of his axe. 
 
    “Listen to me,” the female Ghaldeon who had arrived in town with the escapees said. “I’m from the conquered lands. Whatever they ask for, go along, or they will do terrible things to some of us to make examples.” 
 
    Krondious studied her face for a moment, and there was a look in her eyes he recognized. He couldn’t place it, but it was real, so he decided to trust and listen to her. For the next few days, he told every dwarf he met not to make trouble, and given the legendary stories of his prowess in the forest, everyone paid heed. 
 
    But life under these soldiers quickly became unbearable. Every night they collected taxes, and those without money were beaten and usually handed over to the slave traders who had arrived with the humans. The old and the weak worked themselves to death trying to satisfy the greed and protect their families, but nothing could satiate the soldiers. Among the dwarves, there were grumblings of standing up to the humans, but Krondious knew that they were too poorly armed and too poorly trained to face soldiers from the Great Empire, so every time someone talked of uprising, he would remind them of the Ghaldeon’s warning. Though she had disappeared shortly after the soldiers arrived, Krondious still trusted her. 
 
    So for months, he and the others endured, and their lives were miserable. While Rugraknere was a pale shadow of the Kiredurk kingdom, the logging town had at least been somewhat cheerful. Now, all vibrancy was gone. Every dwarf spent the day with heads down and shoulders slouched, and Krondious resented the soldiers for taking the small measure of contentment he had found. Often, as he chopped, instead of remembering Aleichan, he would imagine striking down the humans. 
 
    One afternoon, the two Kiredurks from the deep found him in the forest and asked him to move deeper into the woods. They pushed through the thick growth and found a small clearing far away from any dwarf or human. 
 
    “What’s this about?” Krondious asked when the other two were convinced they hadn’t been followed. 
 
    “We can’t take it anymore,” one returned. “We’re dwarves, not pigs. They can’t treat us like this.” 
 
    “It ain’t right,” the other agreed. 
 
    “I know,” Krondious said, stroking both braids of his beard. “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “We need to fight,” the first said, his eyes burning with hatred. 
 
    “It’ll take time to train enough to fight,” Krondious responded. 
 
    “We can surprise them.” 
 
    “These are professional fighters,” Krondious said, putting his powerful hand on the other’s shoulder to calm him. 
 
    “You can lead us,” the other said. “You are better than any of them.” 
 
    “I’m a woodcutter,” Krondious scoffed. “Not a warrior.” 
 
    “You’re the toughest dwarf I’ve ever met. You’re a natural warrior.” 
 
    “Look, the Ghaldeon told us not to make trouble or they’d retaliate.” 
 
    “Forget her, and forget that. She skipped out. For all we know, she’s one of them, like some of them slave traders are.” 
 
    “No, she went after her friends. She’s not one of them.” 
 
    “Come on, Kron. I’d rather die than live like this.” 
 
    “The timing isn’t right,” Krondious said, his voice hinting that he was tired of discussing the matter. “We need to plan and organize.” 
 
    The other two relented and agreed to organize a group. They would find dwarves willing to follow through, and they would develop a surprise attack. Krondious was satisfied with that arrangement, so the three left the forest and returned to town to recruit the members of their uprising, but that night Roskin entered the tavern, climbed on a table, and made his speech. As he talked, Krondious remembered what Aleichan had said about luck, and he knew there would never be another opportunity like this, a group of trained dwarves here and ready to overthrow the humans. Then, when Roskin offered to pardon any who stood with him, Krondious’s heart nearly jumped through his throat. 
 
    *** 
 
    A half day’s walk from Dorkhun, Roskin stopped Krondious and Bordorn outside a small township. They had caught and passed the king, but a few platoons were still ahead. Roskin had said he wanted to get to the capital first to see the state of things, so Krondious was confused by the stop. 
 
    “Something’s not right,” Roskin said, taking his swords from the pack on the horse and strapping them to his waist. “I’ve got a bad feeling.” 
 
    Bordorn and Krondious retrieved their weapons and moved to each side of the heir. 
 
    “Everything seems okay to me,” Bordorn said, fastening the shield to his left arm. 
 
    “I smell something,” Krondious said, barely more than a whisper. The scent was familiar but he couldn’t place it. 
 
    Roskin strode forward, his right hand gripping the pommel of Grussard’s blade. Krondious and Bordorn moved with him, and they entered the township. 
 
    “That smell,” Krondious said. “It’s driving me crazy.” 
 
    “I smell something, too,” Roskin said. “But I don’t know what it is.” 
 
    “It’s from the deep.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Oh yes. For some reason it reminds me of my papaw.” 
 
    “If your papaw smelled like that,” Bordorn said, trying to ease the tension. “No wonder you became an outcast.” 
 
    Krondious chuckled, but in a flash, he remembered where the smell came from. It reminded him of his papaw because the old dwarf had taught him as a boy that the smell was a portent of extreme danger and if he ever smelled it he should hide until the smell was gone. Then, he should find an adult as soon as he could. 
 
    “Cave troll,” he said, his voice quivering slightly. Even now, twenty-seven years since his last encounter with one, the memory terrified him. 
 
    “Cave troll?” Bordorn asked, raising an eyebrow. “Not this high in the kingdom.” 
 
    “He’s right, Krondious,” Roskin said. “There’s not been one this high up for hundreds of years.” 
 
    “There’s a cave troll close,” Krondious insisted, composing himself. “I’m certain of it.” 
 
    Roskin and Bordorn looked at each other, and the Ghaldeon shrugged, as if to say he would follow Roskin’s lead. The heir faced the center of the township and told his friends to ready their weapons. They resumed their march, and as they neared the middle, shouts and screams to their left caused all three to jump. They rushed in that direction, and Roskin, the fastest, got ahead of them. Krondious shouted for Roskin to slow down, and though he was an outcast from the deep with no status, the sound of his voice caused the future king to stop. 
 
    “Stay behind me,” Krondious ordered. “Bordorn, make sure he does.” 
 
    “He’s right, Pepper Beard. You don’t need to go charging into a cave troll’s arms.” 
 
    Roskin gritted his teeth as his temper flared, but he stepped behind Krondious and followed. 
 
    “It’s on the next street over,” the white beard said, lifting his new axe to his shoulder in anticipation. 
 
    They moved swiftly but carefully, searching for any sign of the troll. The cacophony of shrieks was getting louder, but with the sounds reverberating off buildings and rocks, they couldn’t tell exactly where. Then, as they stepped around the corner and onto the next street, it loomed before them, less than twenty yards away. Dozens of Kiredurks, soldiers and civilians, surrounded it, and several lay in heaps at its feet and against the walls of nearby buildings. The troll was disoriented, scared, and angry, swinging its long arms at anything near that moved. 
 
    In Erycke the Just’s day, cave trolls were plentiful, and living in competition with each other kept them reasonably small, rarely more than fifteen feet in height. By this time, there were so few so far apart some bodies had been found twice that size. This one was still fairly young and was just over twenty feet tall. Its gray skin was nearly identical to the stones of the deep, and its head was bigger than Vishghu’s buffalo. As it swung at the terrified dwarves, large strings of slobber dripped from the corners of its mouth. 
 
    The soldiers stabbed at it with pikes, and some civilians had grabbed long-handled tools, but even accurate blows bounced off its skin. With each strike, the troll grew more enraged. Krondious stopped and turned to Bordorn. 
 
    “Make sure he stays right here,” Krondious said, pointing at Roskin. His eyes were wide and wild as he spoke. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Roskin asked, raising his shoulders back and assuming an air of someone in charge. 
 
    “These fools don’t know how to fight a cave troll.” 
 
    “You’re gonna get yourself killed.” 
 
    “Just make sure he stays here,” Krondious repeated to Bordorn before turning and charging in the direction of the troll. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roskin tried to go with Krondious, but the Ghaldeon blocked the way with his shield, stepping with him each way he moved. 
 
    “You’re my friend and the heir to this kingdom. He’s right. You aren’t going anywhere near that thing.” 
 
    “I liked you better in the wheelchair.” 
 
    “You gonna stay here?” Bordorn asked, smiling. 
 
    Roskin nodded, glancing over Bordorn’s shoulder as Krondious turned down an alleyway just before the troll. With agility that defied his thick stature, the white beard scaled a building beside the creature and jumped from one roof to another and yet another until he was directly behind his prey. The dwarves on the street fighting couldn’t see him above and continued their futile stabs at its legs and torso. 
 
    “He’s not gonna do what I think he is?” Roskin asked. 
 
    Bordorn turned and watched, his mouth gaping. 
 
    “Krondious, no,” Roskin stammered. 
 
    The outcast steadied himself and measured his steps. He backed up two more paces and took a deep breath. Then, exhaling sharply, he sprinted to the edge and leapt into the air. As he jumped, he hefted the massive axe over his head, gripping with both hands. The blade nearly touched his heels as he reared it back, and for a moment, it seemed he were suspended in mid-air. The twin braids of his beard had blown over his shoulders, and his leather helmet flew from his head as he soared towards the back of the troll’s skull. 
 
    At the last possible moment, he torqued his body and brought the axe forward with all his might. As he swung, the grunt that erupted from him bellowed louder than the commotion below. With perfect timing, the axe smashed the troll’s head just as Krondious landed on its back. One full blade of the weapon sank to the handle, and Krondious let go and jumped onto an awning of a storefront. The frame wasn’t meant to hold that much weight and broke, sending Krondious and the awning to the ground in a pile. 
 
    For a moment after the axe had struck, the troll continued as if unharmed, but a couple of heartbeats later, Roskin understood why Krondious had jumped. The creature suddenly thrashed wildly, its arms flailing towards its head but unable to reach the axe. The dwarves nearest to it scattered, and Bordorn grabbed Roskin and pushed him back around the corner. The troll roared louder than thunder, and the roar dwindled into a screech. Then, there were crashes followed by silence. 
 
    Roskin shoved Bordorn aside and rushed onto the street. He hurried to Krondious who lay tangled in the awning with shards of wood over him. Roskin and Bordorn cleared the mess and untangled him, and Krondious sat up groggily. 
 
    “Where’s Aleichan?” he asked. 
 
    “Who?” Roskin asked. 
 
    Krondious gazed at him blankly, but slowly his wits returned. 
 
    “Did I get it?” 
 
    “You can say that,” Bordorn said, pointing to where the troll had crashed through a building. Its body lay still under a pile of rubble. 
 
    “I need my axe,” Krondious said, struggling to his feet. Roskin and Bordorn steadied him. 
 
    “How did you do that?” Roskin asked, astonished by what he had seen. 
 
    “Cave trolls have one major weakness. Their skulls never fully fuse at the back. My papaw taught me that before I even had a beard.” 
 
    “My friend,” Bordorn said, resting his hand on Krondious’s shoulder. “Remind me never to make fun of your papaw again.” 
 
    Krondious smiled at Bordorn and then at Roskin. A crowd had formed, and dwarves murmured about the feat that had just occurred. From the back, one dwarf began to clap and was quickly joined by several more, and within moments, the entire crowd was cheering wildly. Roskin whistled sharply to get their attention 
 
    “Spread the word to every Kiredurk in this kingdom. This is Krondious of the deep, and he fells trolls with one strike.” 
 
    The crowd erupted again, and as the trio made their way to the troll’s corpse, dwarves patted Krondious on the shoulders and back as he passed. It took several attempts to dislodge the axe from the troll’s skull, but the weapon wasn’t damaged. As Krondious cleaned it with a rag found in the destroyed building, Roskin and Bordorn examined the troll’s body. 
 
    “What do you suppose drove it this high?” Bordorn asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Roskin responded. “Food? Water?” 
 
    “Papaw always said that when a cave troll showed itself to dwarves, it was a sign of terrible danger.” 
 
    Roskin thought about his visions of Dorkhun in ruin, and the thought made him shiver. 
 
    “Let’s get moving,” he said, more sharply than intended. “We need to get to the capital quickly.” 
 
    With that, they exited the ruined building and retraced their steps to where they had left the pack horse. All three dwarves returned their weapons to its back and without any further ceremony continued to Dorkhun. They marched swiftly, almost at a trot, and with the pace none bothered speaking. In the small township, dwarves were clearing the disaster, and as they worked, they told and retold the tale of what Krondious had just done. By end of day, every Kiredurk in the township had heard the story at least twice, but none was tired of hearing it or telling it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    A Race in the Wilderness 
 
      
 
    Molgheon led the group along the abandoned logging trail that snaked around Mount Khendar. They had been marching for two days, over rough terrain, and each dwarf was fatigued from the steep slopes, loose footing, and thick undergrowth. Their skin was scratched and torn from thorns and thistles, and their nerves were frayed and frazzled from the soldiers on the main road to their west and the treacherous ravine to their east. On each dwarf’s face, the strain of ever-present danger showed through gritted teeth, furrowed brows, and pursed lips. 
 
    The only thought that kept Molgheon moving forward was that once she got them to the gate on the southern face of Mount Gagneesh, she would return to Bressard’s home and be finished with war. She hadn’t told anyone of her plan and had decided she wouldn’t until they were at the gate. By that point, the others would be so relieved at reaching civilization, the shock of her decision wouldn’t deter them from delivering the criminals to Dorkhun. 
 
    Her only hesitation was Roskin. He wouldn’t understand why she needed to escape to Mount Roustdohn and hide from the world. He was young and ambitious, and for him, life was still moving upward. Molgheon, on the other hand, knew her best days were behind her. Her aching hands and joints told her every morning that youth was gone, and the loneliness she felt from spending a lifetime with nowhere to call home had eaten at her. She wished there was a way to tell him all of this herself. 
 
    But at this point, Bressard needed her more than Roskin did, so she would lead them to the gate but no further. By her calculation, that would get her back to the mountain in time to prepare for the coming snows. Any deeper into the kingdom and she risked both of them starving. All her life, she had put duty and responsibility ahead of her own desires, and for the first time, she had set her will on something she wanted only for herself. In exchange for caring for Bressard in his final days, she would live her life in the solitude of Mount Roustdohn, far from the turmoils of the encroaching Great Empire. While part of her felt guilty for being selfish, she knew she had earned the right to make this choice. 
 
    As she dwelled on her thoughts, she grew aware of something moving parallel to them through the forest. At first, she thought it was a mountain lion or maybe a pair of rock wolves, but as time passed, she realized it was something more intelligent. It matched their speed perfectly and kept a constant distance from them. In some ways, it reminded her of the dog beast in the eastern mountains, but this was a far more dangerous predator. 
 
    Centuries before, when elves and humans lived together peacefully, some humans lived among the Koorleine and learned their ways of hunting and tracking. Now, the descendants of those humans served the Great Empire as scouts and sentinels. During the Resistance, some of the closest calls Molgheon encountered were because of the trackers, known to dwarves simply as the Ghosts. She wasn’t certain that’s what followed them now, and she couldn’t be definite if there were one or two, but she was sure that if she didn’t end the threat soon, they would be overtaken by several platoons of soldiers and have no chance of escape. 
 
    She whispered to the Ghaldeon behind her to keep following the trail and maintain the pace. She conveyed seriousness with a stone cold expression. When he nodded, she slowed and moved to the edge of the path to let the others pass so she could discuss the problem with Leinjar. In the middle of the group, Torkdohn and Jase were each tied across the back of a horse, and their mouths were gagged. As his horse passed, Torkdohn’s eyes burned with rage. She matched his stare, and both refused to look away. Finally, the curve of the trail turned his horse from her. The memory of being trapped in the cage still fresh and painful, she continued to stare after him until Leinjar was beside her. 
 
    “We have an issue,” she whispered, moving in step with him on the narrow trail. 
 
    “I think I saw them,” Leinjar whispered back. “Two humans to our left.” 
 
    For a moment, Molgheon was speechless. She hadn’t expected a Tredjard to be so keen in a forest. 
 
    “What’s your plan?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Let’s take them,” Leinjar growled, his eyes wide and crazed. 
 
    “I promise you one thing,” Molgheon returned, holding up her hand to steady him. “Those two are far stealthier in the forest than anything you’ve ever encountered.” 
 
    “What then?” 
 
    “They’ve been tracking us for a couple miles, and neither has broken off to bring soldiers, so they may not think we’re worth bothering about.” 
 
    “We can’t risk hoping for that.” 
 
    “You’re right, but we have only one chance to do this. If even one of them gets away, we won’t make it to the valley.” 
 
    Leinjar took his pike from his back and held it with both hands, resting the wooden shaft across his torso. Carrying his weapon in marching formation, he looked less a threadbare escaped slave and more the soldier he had once been. Molgheon notched an arrow and nodded. 
 
    Without word to the other dwarves, they darted off the trail and sprinted up the incline towards the Ghosts. The two humans drew short swords and spread out. Molgheon motioned for Leinjar to take the one to the right, and he rushed in that direction. She raised her bow and aimed for her target, but he had stepped into a cluster of trees, blocking a clear shot. She circled around and watched for any sign. 
 
    In a forest, most people rustle branches or crunch brittle twigs without realizing, and those subtle motions and noises make them easy prey. Ghosts had learned from the elves to move through the forest undetected, and they rarely gave away their positions. As Molgheon continued to circle the cluster, she strained her ears and eyes for any hint of the tracker. She had learned during the Resistance to listen for noises they made to mask their movements, sounds that mimicked the natural din of the forest. To most, their subterfuge blended perfectly, but part of Molgheon’s training had been to detect them. 
 
    Behind a thick bunch of leaves, she heard buzzing like a swarm of winged insects, but the pitch was off slightly from the natural sound, so she aimed at the center of the buzz. Though she couldn’t see any trace of the human, she trusted her instincts that he was the source. The arrow whizzed from the elven bow in a flash, slicing through the green wall of leaves and striking a surface. The Ghost stumbled through the leaves in her direction. A low groan escaped as he collapsed to his knees, the arrow piercing his right lung. He looked at Molgheon, shock and disbelief on his face as he struggled to reach the arrow. She notched another and finished him before turning to locate where Leinjar had gone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Four days earlier, as the Western Regiment of the Emperor Vassa’s Army marched up Mount Roustdohn, they happened across a freshly and rapidly abandoned campsite. The orders the captain had been given were clear and direct; Emperor Vassa wanted the Western Regiment to assemble in the Snivegohn Valley and procure enough farms to sustain themselves through the winter. The captain, an ambitious young leader who wanted to make general before forty, had every intention of achieving that objective ahead of schedule, so he wasn’t about to slow the march to inspect one campsite. 
 
    However, he was curious what so many dwarves were doing ahead of his army, so he dispatched his personal scout to find the two trackers in the forest at the base of the mountain. The trackers were a strange lot; their ancestors had lived among wood-brains, which had made them unfit for work outside a forest. They usually stayed away from the regular infantry and spent nearly all of their time tromping through the forest. To him, they were a lazy, lower class of soldier, and truth be known, he was glad they kept to themselves so he didn’t have to tolerate their presence. 
 
    But they were good at their jobs, and he was confident the two of them could find the dwarves, determine the threat level, and handle the situation. So he sent his scout to find them and kept his soldiers marching up the mountain even as twilight made the way difficult. The Snivegohn Valley would be his first major conquest and the next step in his ascent through the ranks. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The two trackers inspected the campsite the next evening, and though the regiment had trampled most of the evidence, they garnered a decent grasp of what had happened. Nine dwarves had been there, with five saddled horses and a wagon. They had heard the regiment and had bolted up the mountain. Then, their trail stopped abruptly. Even though someone had tried admirably to re-hide it, the camouflaged gate was easy for them to locate in the daylight, so they climbed over and sneaked down the overgrown trail. 
 
    The house was well-hidden from the main road, and had they not been tracking the nine dwarves, even they might not have noticed it. They inspected the yard and found the abandoned wagon in the dilapidated barn, discarded remains of three freshly slain deer, and tracks leading into the forest away from the house but parallel to the main road. The dwarves were on foot, leading the horses, and they had been gone for one to two hours at most. Inside, an ancient dwarf sat alone in the living room. He barely clung to life and was no threat to their mission. 
 
    “Should we end his suffering, Londis?” one asked. 
 
    “No, Jarren, let’s not waste our time,” Londis answered. “Let’s follow these dwarves and see what their deal is.” 
 
    It took the trackers the rest of the day to catch them on the rough terrain. The dwarves set a torrid pace, and Jarren was impressed by their stamina. He had little experience with them, and most of what he had heard was how lazy they usually were, but these dwarves were anything but lazy. He and Londis had to push themselves to catch the group, and now just matching their pace on the difficult terrain was strenuous. 
 
    Londis, who was a few years older and much more experienced, decided they should follow the dwarves for a while to figure out what they were up to, so they stayed a good distance behind and followed them down the northern slope of Mount Roustdohn. The next day they began up Mount Khendar, and Londis decided to get above them on the ridge and move parallel. When the dwarves stopped for a brief lunch, he pulled Jarren behind a tree and whispered: 
 
    “Let’s let them spot us to see how they’ll react.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “If they attack, just disappear into the forest and loop back to where we camped last night.” 
 
    “I’ll run them so deep, they’ll never find their way out.” 
 
    “You are a good runner. If you do have to fight one, keep it away from your body. They can overpower you in close.” 
 
    Jarren nodded. 
 
    When the dwarves resumed their march, the two trackers let themselves be spotted, and when the female who led them dropped to the rear, Londis warned Jarren to watch for a charge. Mere heartbeats after the warning, the female and a dark-skinned dwarf with peculiar eyes broke from the rest and rushed up the incline. The female went at Londis, and for a moment, Jarren felt sorry for her. Londis would disappear before her eyes and catch her off guard. She would never know what had happened. 
 
    As the dark-skinned one came after him, Jarren ran deeper into the woods. He had grown up in a harsh existence, raised alone by his father because his mother had taken ill and died when he was a young boy. His father had also been a tracker and had raised him in the forest. From an early age, Jarren had learned the cruelty of the world, and throughout his life, those lessons had served him, providing an inner strength few could match. That was what made him such a good runner. He could find that place inside that had been forged during life and death struggles at an age when most were playing games with their friends, and pain no longer existed. 
 
    He had spent most of his life far from these mountains, tracking near the Koorleine Forest, and only recently had he requested to be sent here. He had wanted adventure, something new to challenge him, and already he was leading a dwarf on a chase up Mount Khendar. The thrill of the moment exhilarated him, and he quickened his pace up the slope, expecting the dwarf to give up any moment. 
 
    But this dwarf didn’t relent and matched his pace. Jarren was impressed by its resolve. From his lack of experience, he didn’t know dwarven bodies were evolved to thrive on mountains, and his longer legs needed more than twice the energy to bend on the incline. Had he been running this dwarf on flatter lands, his strategy would have worked, but he also didn’t know his enemy had endured an ordeal that made Jarren’s childhood seem plush. Had he known that this dwarf had forsaken any fear of death while Jarren’s mother was still alive, he probably would’ve tried a different strategy altogether. Had he known that after half an hour of racing up the mountain he was nearly within earshot of the Western Regiment, he might not have stopped abruptly to face this tenacious Tredjard. 
 
    But Jarren didn’t know any of that, so he decided since he wasn’t putting any distance between himself and the dwarf, he should change strategies and kill this one before backtracking to the campsite where Londis was probably already waiting. He spun around, raising his sword in middle guard, and set his feet for attack. The dwarf, however, never broke stride. As Jarren swung horizontally, his opponent blocked the short sword with his pike and slammed his shoulder into Jarren’s abdomen. Jarren hit the ground hard, and his breath was knocked from him. 
 
    He gasped, the pain and sensation of suffocating making him panic, but while he tried to get his breath, the dwarf sprang to his feet and readied his weapon. Jarren hadn’t felt real fear since he was seven, but when he made eye contact with the dwarf and saw not a glimmer of compassion, a wave of terror washed over him. He tried to call out, but with no air in his lungs, all that came was a raspy exhale. Then, pain exploded in his chest as the pike pierced his sternum. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Molgheon followed the two runners up the slope, fearing for Leinjar alone against a Ghost in the forest. The first time she had encountered one, her husband had been alive, and she had barely escaped. Just now, she had gotten lucky with that first shot, for if it had missed, the Ghost would’ve been on her with his sword before she could react. Leinjar had no training to face this enemy, and if the one he chased knew these mountains, he would run the Tredjard until the dwarf was too tired to fight and then attack. Or he might run him to the main road where likely there were more soldiers from the Great Empire. 
 
    Whichever the case, she couldn’t imagine a good ending for Leinjar if she couldn’t reach him in time, so she pushed herself up the mountain after them. Her legs burned, and she gulped for air with each step. Even in her youth, she hadn’t been a great runner. She had always been quick over short distances and stealthy in the woods, but on long distances, she was merely mediocre. Even so, she gritted her teeth and increased her pace slightly. 
 
    After nearly forty minutes of a steady run up the mountain, she heard rustling ahead and stopped. Her breath came in deep gulps, much too loud to hide, so she loaded another arrow and braced herself. When the rustling continued moving closer, she realized that even a novice Ghost wouldn’t move so clumsily toward an enemy, so she relaxed a little. Even though she now expected to see him, when Leinjar pushed through a patch of creeper vines and appeared before her, she was surprised he didn’t have a scratch. 
 
    “Thought you said those guys were tough,” he said, matter-of-factly. 
 
    “I said stealthy,” Molgheon returned, replacing her arrow in her quiver. Slowly, her breathing was returning to normal. 
 
    “Whatever. That one,” Leinjar said, pointing his thumb over his shoulder. “Couldn’t have survived a plantation.” 
 
    “I have to stop underestimating you,” Molgheon said, securing the bow across her back. 
 
    “How long did that buy us?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she answered. “Not much. We need to get to the valley before the soldiers, and we’ll have to march all night to do it.” 
 
    Leinjar nodded. 
 
    “I just hope the others kept moving forward,” Molgheon added. “If they stopped to look for us, we may not have any hope of beating them.” 
 
    The two dwarves started down the mountain, moving swiftly but not running because of the slope. They turned slightly northeast, hoping to pick up the old trail not far behind the others. If there weren’t tracks on the old trail, they would know to turn back and find the group, but with any luck, the Ghaldeon had obeyed her order and kept moving forward. Then, it would just be a matter of catching them before they made camp. Any lost time would make reaching the valley ahead of the army nearly impossible. 
 
    Moving at the slower pace across a longer distance, it took over an hour to reach the trail, but once they did, both dwarves nearly shouted for joy at seeing the others’ tracks through the brush. Molgheon jogged steadily, and Leinjar stayed on her heels as they raced. The difficult terrain made their pace perilous, but safety was not a luxury they cared to indulge in with the army on the main road and probably ahead of them. If they couldn’t make it to the valley first, they would have to follow another side path the length of the valley, which would add at least a day to the walk, and none of them knew how far into the valley the army would press. If they went to the southern gate, the dwarves would not get by. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As the army reached Khendar Pass, the captain called for his scout. The trackers had been sent after the dwarves long enough that one of them should have reported by now. Patience and understanding were not the captain’s best traits, so he berated his scout to find out why neither tracker had returned. The scout, a loyal soldier who had served with him a few years, excused himself and rode from the throng. 
 
    To the north, the Snivegohn Valley stretched out before him, its fertile farmlands plush in the height of summer. For years, the Great Empire had been scouting this land, making sure the army wouldn’t find itself trapped in a place it couldn’t retreat from, so the captain knew only a handful of Ghaldeon villages populated the area. Their patchwork militias would be no match for the Western Regiment. Securing the valley would be simple; his primary task, however, was to keep as many farms intact and in production as he could. The valley would become the Western Regiment’s personal commissary, and the generals and reserves would then cross over the mountains. 
 
    Once everyone was in place and trained, the invasion of the Kiredurk Kingdom would begin. The war with the ogres at the eastern gate would have the dwarves pre-occupied, and if it had ended already, their focus would be on rebuilding their defenses, so the southern gate, which the Kiredurks felt was impenetrable, would have a skeleton crew at most. The Western Regiment would overrun it, and once a foothold was established underground, it would only be a matter of time before the entire kingdom fell. Emperor Vassa had given them through the following fall, more than a full year, to overrun the southern gate and enter the mines. 
 
    Surveying at the valley, the captain smiled. The glory he would garner as part of this campaign would earn a general’s rank for sure, and before all was said and done, he would be even more famous among the army than Crushaw. After all, ultimately, Evil Blade had failed to conquer the ogres, but this campaign wouldn’t fail, and the captain would be one of the central reasons why. He might even earn the rank of General over Emperor Vassa’s Capital Guard, the highest military rank in the empire. And it all began at the bottom of Mount Khendar, where his army would seize its first foothold on the way to Mount Gagneesh. 
 
    Though it was not quite evening, he called for his aide-de-camp and ordered the regiment to camp on the summit for the night. He wanted their legs fresh tomorrow when they reached the first of the farms, and the climb that day had been severe. To push further down the mountain today would not expedite the conquest. The aide-de-camp appeared surprised by the order but obeyed, turning and rushing to repeat it to as many Lieutenants as he could. The captain shouted for his servant to bring his dinner. As he waited, he stared at the valley, imagining the farms he would soon control. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Molgheon and Leinjar had calculated accurately on their descent and needed only another hour to catch the group. The others were just beginning to consider setting up camp and waiting for them, and upon hearing that they would have to keep marching for several more hours with little rest, they groaned and cursed the Great Empire. Leinjar barked for the Tredjards to be silent, and they immediately stopped talking. Instead of also issuing an order, Molgheon retrieved from one of the horses and passed to each dwarf slices of deer meat cooked and packed in salt. Then, without a word, she continued marching. They fell in line behind, eating as they marched, and the only grumbles the rest of the night came when someone slipped on loose footing. Otherwise, they followed in silence, and reaching deep inside herself to the place she used to lead the army of freed slaves to the Battle for Hard Hope, she pushed herself beyond any normal limits of exhaustion. In that manner, they rounded the northeastern loop of Mount Khendar and reached the main road through the Snivegohn Valley an hour before sunrise. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    A Strange Calm 
 
      
 
    Crushaw balanced a long pole across his shoulders. On each end were buckets of water, and as he trudged in the heat of summer, the weight grew nearly unbearable from the springhouse to the far edge of the field. Rarely had he felt overwhelmed by a task, but now that age was getting the better of him, his strength and endurance had waned. When Crushaw reached Kwarck, the hermit looked up from the plant he was tending. 
 
    “Set those down and take a rest,” Kwarck said, pointing to the dirt. “You look flushed.” 
 
    “I’m getting old, my friend,” Crushaw said before hoisting the pole over his head and setting it on the ground. 
 
    “Time and gravity are the only things still undefeated.” 
 
    “Very true,” Crushaw chuckled, sitting in the dirt and stretching his long legs. 
 
    “Farm work suits you, though.” 
 
    “This is much better than the sugarcane. That’s for certain.” 
 
    “Slavery is an awful thing.” 
 
    “Were you ever captive?” 
 
    “Not personally, but many of my elven kin have been, and I have felt their pain.” 
 
    Crushaw described what he remembered from his childhood. The morning bell rang before sunrise, and any who failed to answer received a thrashing from the overseer. Breakfast came in a trough similar to a pig’s and usually consisted of the previous day’s leftovers from the masters’ tables poured in like slop. Then, they worked until noon with no breaks. For lunch, they received fifteen to twenty minutes to eat the gruel or stew prepared that day. After lunch, they worked until sunset and then returned to the food trough for a supper of leftovers from lunch. 
 
    “What made you run away?” Kwarck asked. “I mean, most people born into slavery don’t know anything beyond that.” 
 
    “The elves. They taught me about the world.” 
 
    Kwarck smiled, adjusting his body to reach one of the buckets Crushaw had brought. 
 
    “There was a longing inside to be more than a field-hand,” Crushaw continued. “It took four years of planning to work up the courage.” 
 
    “How did you escape?” Kwarck asked, dipping water from one of the buckets and pouring it at the base of a plant. 
 
    “I slipped out of the quarters at night and crossed the Wilds.” 
 
    “On foot? Alone?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How did you survive?” 
 
    “Too young and dumb to know I shouldn’t, I guess.” 
 
    Kwarck laughed and dipped out more water for the next plant. 
 
    “When we crossed them again to go after Roskin, I realized how lucky I must’ve been back then. I had no weapon, no training, and no clue where I was going.” 
 
    “Our will can be our greatest weapon.” 
 
    “Yes, my will has served me well.” 
 
    “Mine, too,” Kwarck said, dipping again. 
 
    “How long have you lived here?” 
 
    “Here, probably seventy-five years or so.” 
 
    “Really? Did you grow up here?” 
 
    “No, my friend. Remember, I’m half elf. Elves live much longer than humans. Compared to you, I’m quite old.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought about that. The elves on the plantation didn’t live much longer than anyone else. The labor broke their bodies young.” 
 
    “Yes. I have felt that, too.” 
 
    The look in Kwarck’s eyes said he needed a minute alone, so Crushaw stood and stretched his arms above his head. Then, he picked up his pole and headed to the springhouse. There were only a few hours of daylight left, and they had three more rows to water. The worst of the heat had passed, and Kwarck had started at the farthest row, so each trip would get easier. Still, as he walked, Crushaw scanned the horizon for any sign of rain that could ease this job and maybe give them a day of rest. Unfortunately, as far as he could see, there was blue sky, so he opened the door to the springhouse and filled two fresh buckets. Then, he hoisted them and returned to where Kwarck poured water from plant to plant. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stahloor, Alysea, and Suvene had been marching across the plains for three weeks, moving nearly due north but drifting west. As the terrain changed, Suvene marveled at the vegetation. Around the plantation, there was an overabundance of plant and animal life, but he had never seen these varieties. Golden prairie coneflowers and lavender dotted blazing stars were sprinkled amongst waist tall yellow grass that rippled in the steady breeze. Insects flitted from flower to flower, and Ponderosa pine and green ash grew sporadically along streams. While the greenness of the savannah was more plush, there was a beauty to these arid plants that stirred the young orc. 
 
    “We should make it this week,” Stahloor said, kneeling by a stream to fill his waterskin. 
 
    “Are you certain I’ll be welcome?” Suvene asked for at least the hundredth time. 
 
    “Yes,” Stahloor answered, handing his waterskin to his daughter. 
 
    “I’ve heard so many stories,” Alysea said, after a long drink. “I’m excited to finally meet him.” 
 
    “Please,” Suvene said. “Tell me his name again so I don’t forget.” 
 
    “He is Kwarck, Hermit of the Plains.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vishghu led her buffalo through the gate onto Kwarck’s land. Once the war with the Kiredurks was settled, her mother had asked her to check on Evil Blade. Though Vishghu had assured her he was serving out his exile, the matriarch had insisted her daughter make sure. Part of Vishghu was upset her mother didn’t trust her. She was certain that Crushaw had kept his word, and in her mind, that should have been enough. Another part, however, was glad to be returning to the serenity of Kwarck’s. After seeing the carnage of the front, she needed time to recover, and she knew the old hermit’s farm could soothe her. 
 
    As she rode to the barn, she waved at Kwarck and Crushaw watering plants in the middle of a field. They returned the greeting but continued to work, so she tethered her buffalo near the water trough and crossed the field to speak with them. In the heat, sweat poured from her body, but it wasn’t as crushing as on the savannah or among the Marshwoggs, so she breathed deeply and walked swiftly. As she neared, Crushaw extended his arm to her. She clasped her hand around his forearm, and he laid his palm against hers. They embraced for a couple of heartbeats, neither speaking, and then released. 
 
    “Glad you’re safe,” Crushaw said. 
 
    “Likewise. You look strong.” 
 
    “I’m a frail old man.” 
 
    “Hello, Vishghu,” Kwarck said, opening his arms. “He should be ashamed of lying to his friends.” 
 
    “You would think,” she returned, wrapping her arms around the hermit’s shoulders. He felt like a doll against her. 
 
    “So you’ve formed an alliance against me,” Crushaw said, feigning injured pride. “We’ll see about this.” 
 
    “Come,” Kwarck said, starting for the house. “You’ve had a long ride. Let’s get you food and water.” 
 
    “Are any of my kind still living in your orchard?” Vishghu asked, following him. 
 
    “A few,” Kwarck returned. “They don’t come to the house often on account of Crushaw, but they can stay here as long as they remain peaceful and do their part.” 
 
    “I will tell them the war is over. They may want to return home.” 
 
    “Once you’ve gotten refreshed, you can tell us what happened.” 
 
    The three walked across the field in the afternoon sun. For the first time in weeks, Vishghu was at ease. While nothing could replace her clan’s village and the comforts of the cold, the farm was as much a home to her as any place, and after a year of nearly constant travel across the land, she was glad to know for at least a little while she could relax and feel safe. The irony that she found comfort in the presence of the most despised person known to her kind made her smile. A year before, when she and Roskin first arrived at the hermit’s home with Crushaw scratching himself raw and calling out in pain from alcohol withdrawal, she couldn’t have imagined this moment. Life certainly was a strange, meandering stream. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Molgheon and the others climbed the trail on Mount Gagneesh that wound up to the southern gate. They had beaten the army to the valley and had raced along the level ground to get to the kingdom. Now, on this last climb, all were exhausted. None spoke. Their steps were deliberate and sapped of energy, their breathing ragged and forced. 
 
    Finally, with the sun getting low and shadows stretching across the mountainside, they found a fairly level area to make camp. Still not speaking, they performed their nightly duties with a perfunctory rhythm. Despite being close to civilization and possibly a comfortable bed the following night, none expressed joy, and fatigue made them miserable company. They sat around the fire and picked at their suppers in silence, then one by one drifted to sleep. 
 
    The next morning, however, as the horizon lightened and birds announced the new day, the dwarves awoke with a fresh outlook. Each slapped the other on the back and joked during breakfast. The gate was not much further, and after a good night’s rest, they allowed themselves to relish the achievement. They had sneaked by the Western Regiment and had gotten the criminals to the Kiredurk kingdom. It had been no small feat, and they rightly were proud. 
 
    Watching them, Molgheon allowed herself to feel happy, too. Though she had a long and perilous return ahead, she admired these dwarves who had risked their lives to rescue her. While she hadn’t needed saving, she was grateful for their loyalty, and she was proud to have known and served with them. Not long ago, they had been slaves devoid of hope. Now, they carried themselves with pride, not the vain, shallow kind, but the type that comes from enduring hardship and growing into a stronger individual. No matter what life had in store for them, each could find solace in the knowledge that they had earned their freedom and regained the spirit that made them dwarves. 
 
    “I have something to say,” she announced, waving for them to come closer. “This isn’t easy.” 
 
    The group surrounded her, each dwarf listening intently. 
 
    “Thank you for coming after me. I mean that.” 
 
    “No need for thanks,” Leinjar returned. Others murmured their affirmation. “You freed us.” 
 
    “As Red told you, you freed yourselves, but that’s not what I want to say.” She choked up on the last words. 
 
    “Go on,” one of the Ghaldeons urged. 
 
    “This is as far as I’m going with you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Leinjar asked, arching an eyebrow. 
 
    “I’m going back to Bressard’s.” 
 
    The dwarves stood in stunned silence. Finally, Leinjar cleared his throat and spoke: 
 
    “I won’t pretend to know your pain,” he said. “You’ve sacrificed more than your share. Right now, Bressard deserves to die with dignity, so go back and do what you need to do.” 
 
    The others nodded in agreement. For the first time since her husband died, Molgheon’s eyes filled with moisture. She had expected resistance and pleading, not support and encouragement, and she had steeled herself against the former. The latter surprised her so much she barely held back the tears. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll come see you in the spring,” Leinjar added. 
 
    “Please, explain to Roskin that Bressard needs me.” 
 
    “The tall one has a good beard. He’ll respect your decision.” 
 
    One by one, the Ghaldeons stepped to her and shook her hand. Molgheon clasped each hand. Then, the two Tredjards kneeled in front of her and bowed their heads so that their beards were touching the ground. This gesture was the highest honor a Tredjard could show a leader and was usually reserved for fallen heroes who had sacrificed themselves in battle. Rarely did a living dwarf receive such tribute, and Molgheon knew enough of Tredjard culture to recognize the significance. She knelt with them and reached for their hands. 
 
    “I’m proud to have fought with you,” she said. 
 
    “We’ll never forget you,” the one to her right said. 
 
    “You’ll never know what you gave us,” the other agreed. 
 
    “I was only one small part,” Molgheon responded. 
 
    “You better get moving,” Leinjar said. 
 
    The three dwarves stood, and Molgheon held out her hand to Leinjar. He shook it firmly, staring into her eyes. For the first time since she had known him, the crazy look of one who had lost everything was replaced by tenderness. 
 
    “You’re the finest warrior I’ve ever known,” he said. 
 
    “Thanks,” she returned, glancing down. Taking a compliment had never been a strength of hers, even when given by her husband. “I can say the same about you.” 
 
    “Get going before that army reaches us.” 
 
    Molgheon strapped on her pack and slung her bow across her right shoulder. One of the Ghaldeons handed her the quiver of arrows, which she fastened on her belt over her left hip. Then, she started down Mount Gagneesh without glancing back. Her legs were stiff and sore from the climb the day before, but she knew within a couple of hours all that would fade. Away from the group, she allowed the tears to flow, and they streamed down, tickling her cheeks and dripping onto her tunic. The mountains ahead lightened to welcome the sun. She wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand. The decision had been made, and Bressard was counting on her to see him through his last days, so there was no use wasting energy on more tears. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As the city of Dorkhun came into view, Krondious had a wave of mixed emotions wash through him. The last time he had entered the capital had been in shackles and under armed guard, so his memory was mostly negative, but this time, he was the personal bodyguard of the kingdom’s heir. As such, he allowed himself to savor the splendor of the most magnificent dwarven city ever built. 
 
    Even on the outskirts, the buildings were clean and polished, and the streets were broad avenues free of litter. Dwarves moved in all directions, some doing business, some running errands, and others seeking leisure. The city buzzed with an energy all its own, and while it wasn’t quite the deep, Krondious was grateful to be back underground and see his capital under better circumstances. 
 
    Since he had killed the cave troll, Roskin and Bordorn had spoken to him with the reverence the lumberjacks had used when describing his prowess in the forest. Above ground that had felt like gilded praise, stripped of honor by his exile, but here, he considered it with more veneration. While he hadn’t fully redeemed himself, he had found his purpose in life, and that in and of itself was reason to accept the praise. So as he soaked in the view of the city from the crest of this avenue, he let go of some of his shame and held his head a little higher. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roskin stopped on a wide avenue that overlooked Dorkhun and stared at his home. In the cage, he had given up hope of ever seeing it again, and from his visions on the trek home, he had expected to find it in turmoil. Instead, the city was almost exactly as he remembered it. While he was glad everything was as it should be, he was certain the dark fear which had haunted him hadn’t been for nothing. He glanced at Bordorn, who had also lived here as a young dwarf, and his childhood friend seemed lost in memories. Krondious, on the other hand, beamed like a child who had just found a lost toy. Roskin reached over and touched Krondious’s shoulder. 
 
    “Welcome to Dorkhun,” Roskin said. 
 
    “It’s not home, but it’s closer than I ever thought I’d be again.” 
 
    “I know what you mean.” 
 
    “Guys,” Bordorn interrupted. “Does anything seem odd to you?” 
 
    “How do you mean?” Roskin asked, not wanting to taint Bordorn’s response with an affirmation. 
 
    “I’ve just been thinking. Master Sondious came here ahead of us. You’ve had all those feelings or whatever about some disaster. We just encountered a cave troll higher in the kingdom than they’ve been for ages, yet everything seems normal here. It doesn’t add up.” 
 
    “Cave trolls are a portent of bad things,” Krondious added. “We need to stay on guard.” 
 
    “I agree with both of you,” Roskin said. “Master Sondious may have set some kind of trap.” 
 
    “I’m with you, Roskin,” Krondious said. “Make no mistake about that, but he’s my uncle. I don’t want to see him hurt.” 
 
    “Both of you listen,” Roskin said gravely. “No matter what happens, we don’t seriously hurt any dwarf. These are our brothers and sisters.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Bordorn said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Krondious said. 
 
    “We’ll settle this as peacefully as we can.” 
 
    Behind them, the first of the king’s army turned onto the avenue and started for the capital. Roskin signaled for them to halt. He wanted to speak with his father and then try to meet Captain Roighwheil before the army surrounded the Halls of Gronwheil, where Sondious had likely entrenched himself. He was certain the soldiers who had followed the Special Advisor would obey Captain Roighwheil once he ordered them to lay down their weapons. Then, Master Sondious would have no choice except to surrender. Once that happened, Roskin would do everything in his power to keep his father from hurting the crippled dwarf. 
 
    “You’ve had a hard march,” Roskin said to the captain of the regiment. “Let your men rest while I speak to the king.” 
 
    The captain agreed and issued the order to his sergeants. Roskin motioned for Bordorn and Krondious to follow him and strode down the avenue away from the capital. As he passed the soldiers, he noticed most ignored him, and he thought about what Captain Roighwheil’s son had said about the rank and file resenting him for the war. Somehow, he would have to win them back before he became king. Otherwise, he would never fully feel like their loyalty was sincere. Those thoughts weighed on him as he made his way to his father to explain his plan. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Foundations Tremble 
 
      
 
    Roskin sneaked down the alley between the palace and the stable. Once he reached the dead-end, he glanced over his shoulder to make certain no one followed and, when satisfied he was alone, found the lever that opened a false panel, revealing a staircase spiraling up into the rock. He stepped inside and returned the panel. He ran up the steps, taking two at a time. The top opened onto a courtyard above the palace, an area carved into the foundation as an area for the king and his family to have private moments. 
 
    There were only two entrances – the one Roskin had just used and another inside the palace. Outside of the royal family, only a handful of trusted servants and the captain of the king’s personal guard knew this place existed. As long as Dorkhun had been the capital, none of the council members had been told about it. King Kraganere had rarely used the courtyard. Occasionally, he would come alone to quiet his mind, but that was all. For as long as he could remember, Roskin, on the other hand, had enjoyed hiding here, especially during his teenage years when his temper had kept him in trouble. 
 
    Since the courtyard was secret, it was the perfect place to meet with Captain Roighwheil. Roskin had sent a runner to get a message to the captain, and as soon as the runner had returned to announce the message had been delivered, Roskin had sneaked into the capital and made his way here. In order for his plan to work, he had to know that the soldiers with Master Sondious would obey Captain Roighwheil’s orders as soon as the signal was given. Without any soldiers, Master Sondious would have no choice but to surrender. If everything went smoothly, order would be restored without bloodshed. 
 
    As soon as Roskin stepped from the staircase, the captain rose from his seat at the far end beside the other entrance. Each dwarf walked to the center and shook hands. Stress showed in Captain Roighwheil’s face, and the tension was palpable as he greeted the heir. 
 
    “I wasn’t cut out for spying,” the captain said, chuckling nervously. 
 
    “Me either,” Roskin said. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’ll make it, but things aren’t good.” 
 
    “Do you still have Master Sondious’s trust?” 
 
    “As far as I know, I do.” 
 
    “Okay, fill me in.” 
 
    “Master Sondious believes your father’s lost his ability to lead, and he’s seized control of the Halls of Gronwheil. He says he now rules the kingdom.” 
 
    “I figured as much.” 
 
    “He has a fair number supporting him.” 
 
    “Will they follow your orders?” 
 
    “I believe most will, yes.” 
 
    Roskin described his plan. He and his father would request a meeting in the Grand Courtyard behind the Halls of Gronwheil. Both the king and heir would arrive unarmed. The king’s army, however, would have every passage around the palace and the Halls guarded. King Kraganere would attempt to persuade his old friend to surrender, but if that failed, the army would move in, and Captain Roighwheil would order the soldiers with Master Sondious to drop their weapons. Once the king’s army had regained control, the king would reaffirm his status as the sole leader of Dorkhun. Then, after the situation had stabilized, he would reinstate the Council, sans the special advisor, of course. 
 
    “Even if those soldiers resist, there aren’t enough to hold off the army,” Captain Roighwheil said once Roskin was finished. “But they have fortified the Halls of Gronwheil. It won’t be easy to clear.” 
 
    “I don’t want any dwarves hurt,” Roskin said, shaking his head. “Mending this rift will be hard enough without that.” 
 
    “Understood. I’ll do my best.” 
 
    Roskin thanked the captain and assured him the entire army knew not to harm him. They shook hands again, and then, both dwarves scurried back to their respective staircases. Roskin rushed down as quickly as he had ascended but crept through the alley, staying in the shadows. He worked his way through the city, using every secret passage and alley he had used as a youth sneaking around when he was supposed to be studying. Finally, after more than half an hour of winding and snaking through rarely used paths, he reached the outskirts where the army waited to advance and restore his father to power. Ever since he had returned to Dorkhun, the dark fear had receded, and no visions or feelings of turmoil had come, but deep inside, a lingering feeling gnawed at him that something terrible was about to happen. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Krondious and Bordorn peered down at the Grand Courtyard from their hiding spot in a tunnel to the south of the Halls of Gronwheil. A handful of soldiers were with them, and the rest of the army were dispersed in a wide perimeter around the palace and Halls. If any of Master Sondious’s soldiers attempted to flee or if anyone made a threatening move at Roskin or his father, they would descend upon the Halls and quell the uprising. 
 
    Scanning the distance, Krondious calculated that he could sprint from the hiding spot to the Grand Courtyard in about twenty heartbeats, and while much could happen in that span, he kept telling himself Roskin could defend himself for that long. He hated being in the shadows; he would rather be right behind the heir. But Roskin was afraid his presence might complicate his uncle’s emotions, so he had relented and agreed to stay with Bordorn. 
 
    Roskin’s weapons remained with the pack horse, and as he walked the marbled path between the palace and the Halls, he looked vulnerable. Krondious had his large battle axe at the ready, and Bordorn had his shield strapped on and his sword drawn. The other soldiers with them had their weapons ready, also, and the tension in the cramped tunnel was stifling. While Krondious understood Roskin’s desire to end this peacefully and didn’t want any harm to come to his uncle, part of him wanted to crush the uprising with brute force to send a message. To him, diplomacy was a waste. 
 
    “I knew him when he was just a reckless kid,” Bordorn whispered. “Can’t believe how mature he’s become.” 
 
    “He’s a strong leader.” 
 
    “I had my doubts before, but now, he’ll be a good king.” 
 
    “He’s fair,” Krondious whispered. 
 
    “And just,” Bordorn added. “And for what it’s worth, I’m glad he brought you with us.” 
 
    “That means a lot,” Krondious said, nodding at Bordorn. 
 
    He looked back at the Grand Courtyard where Roskin and King Kraganere had reached a metal gate that separated it from the pathway. In the center of the courtyard, Master Sondious sat in his chair, and behind him were two dozen heavily armed Kiredurks, including Captain Roighwheil. Just inside the doors of the Halls of Gronwheil, many more soldiers stood ready. Krondious tightened his grip on the battle axe and clenched his jaw. Up until this moment, he had believed in the plan, but now, a bad feeling overtook him, and he wished that he had insisted on staying near Roskin. He focused on the scene, watching for any signal that he needed to bolt from the tunnel. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Master Sondious remained as still as the stone walls while Kraganere and Roskin opened the gate at the far end of the Grand Courtyard and moved to him. He locked his gaze on the deposed king and didn’t blink. To his credit, Kraganere held his stare, but Master Sondious knew his former friend’s will was weak. While the force holding the Halls of Gronwheil was much smaller than the army surrounding them, they had enough provisions stored to remain locked inside for at least a month, and they had reinforced the Halls to withstand any siege Kraganere dared try this deep in the kingdom. 
 
    Master Sondious had no intention of fighting Kraganere’s force strength for strength. Instead, he planned to wear them down and break their spirit. In addition to heavier fortifications, the Halls now had a broad array of siege counter-measures, such as holes etched out for flaming oil and heavy crossbows. The soldiers with him had resolved to restore the kingdom to honor and power, and to a dwarf, including Master Sondious himself, each one was prepared to die to that end. In his heart, he knew Kraganere didn’t have such resolve. 
 
    As the pair neared the center of the courtyard, they held up their hands and spread their fingers to show they had no weapons. Then, they turned around slowly in a complete circle so that Master Sondious could see they had nothing hidden. He wasn’t concerned with that, however. Neither dwarf was the kind to stoop to treachery after requesting a peaceful meeting, but Master Sondious did enjoy watching the dwarf who had ordered his nephew beaten mercilessly humiliate himself in front of the Halls of Gronwheil. If the kings of old could have seen him showing such passive weakness, their beards would have fallen out. 
 
    “Master Sondious,” Kraganere uttered loudly enough for the soldiers around the perimeter to hear. “There is no need for this treason.” 
 
    “You are the traitor, Kraganere.” At the insult of not hearing the title “King” before his name, Kraganere winced. “First, you recklessly led this kingdom into war, and then you surrendered to a weakened foe.” 
 
    “Sondious, there was no surrender,” Kraganere said, exasperated. 
 
    “Is that so? These dwarves with me beg to differ.” 
 
    “Master Sondious,” Roskin said, holding up his palms. “Please, listen to reason. You know this cannot succeed. Please, end this now.” 
 
    “Roskin, this is not your fight.” 
 
    “I stand by my father. Any quarrel with him is a fight with me.” 
 
    “Sondious, Roskin is the one who wants to end this peacefully. I am prepared to raze these Halls, but he has convinced me to try reasoning first. You should thank him that you still draw breath.” 
 
    “One so far from his army should not hurl threats.” 
 
    “My patience is waning,” Kraganere said. 
 
    Master Sondious smiled. His old friend was reacting as anticipated. In a few moments he would give the signal for the army to sweep in, and that’s when Master Sondious would show the former king the newly installed crossbow batteries. While the archers shot down the first wave of Kraganere’s army, Master Sondious would retreat into the Halls and secure the door. Then, the real fight would begin. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roskin’s temper rose as Master Sondious smiled at him and his father. The arrogance of this dwarf who his father had groomed for the council and had trusted all these years ran down Roskin’s spine like cold water. If he had had one of his throwing axes at that moment, he might have hurled it into the dwarf’s forehead and ended this once and for all. Instead, he focused on his breathing and reigned in his emotions. This was not a moment to lose his wits. 
 
    His father began speaking again, telling Master Sondious the conditions for a peaceful surrender, but Roskin hardly heard his words. The dark fear had suddenly risen, as intensely as ever, and his mind filled with the all-too-familiar image of Dorkhun in ruin. Buildings lay as rubble, and fires spread throughout the city. Everywhere voices screamed for help, and confusion shrouded everything like morning mist. As the dark fear overwhelmed him, Roskin stepped back and doubled over in pain. 
 
    Master Sondious and his father stopped talking and stared. He tried to warn of danger, but his voice caught in the bottom of his throat. All that came out was a raspy gasp. In the distance, a low noise rumbled deep within the earth, and in a flash, the images from the dark fear finally made sense – earthquake. 
 
    Without warning, the ground shook. All around, stone buildings snapped and collapsed. Roskin lost his balance and fell, but from the violent shaking, he bounced around and couldn’t steady himself. Screams of terror came from every direction, barely audible in the cacophony of rumbling and collapsing earth. A torrent of gravel and dust poured from the ceiling, thudding and stinging his back. He curled into a tight ball and shielded his head as much as he could. For what seemed like two lifetimes, the ground shook, tossing Roskin like small stones in a prospector’s pan. Then, as suddenly as it started, the shaking stopped. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Crushaw and Kwarck looked at each other as the first tremor shook them on the plains. Crushaw had heard stories of earthquakes from his soldiers, but he had never experienced one. Still, as the ground trembled, he knew exactly what was happening. 
 
    “What is that?” Vishghu asked, terror in her voice. 
 
    “Earthquake,” Crushaw said. 
 
    “From the Western Mountains,” Kwarck added. 
 
    “Roskin?” Crushaw called out, turning in that direction. 
 
    Being so far from the epicenter, the tremors were more a nuisance than a threat, but Crushaw had heard enough stories about tunnel cave ins to know the Kiredurk Kingdom was in real danger and his friend’s life was at risk. 
 
    “What do we do?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kwarck responded. “I can’t sense anything.” 
 
    Crushaw stared to the west, his mouth hanging open. Never had he felt so utterly helpless. Vishghu placed her hand on his shoulder and reassured him Roskin was okay, but that did little to alleviate his fears. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    At the entrance to the southern gate, Leinjar was explaining to the guards what he was doing with Torkdohn and Jase tied up and bound to horses. The guards were torn about whether or not to let them into the kingdom. As they bickered, the trembling began, and Leinjar, who had grown up with tremors to the south, scrambled to drive his friends away from the gate. Large slabs of stone cascaded down the mountain slope and crashed around them. Inside the gate, screams of anguish rang out and then were silenced as dwarves were buried by collapsing tunnels. 
 
    As soon as the rumbling ceased, Leinjar jumped to his feet and asked the freed slaves if they were okay. None were injured, but near the entrance, the horse that had held Torkdohn stood alone. Jase was still tied in place, but the slave trader was nowhere to be seen, and his bindings lay in a pile on the ground. Leinjar ran a few feet down the trail and scanned for any trace of the fugitive, but if he had come this way, he had either been buried under a pile of rock or swept over the edge. Leinjar returned to the gate and saw the metal had been snapped from its frame and was twisted forward in a gap wide enough for any dwarf to crawl through. On the other side of the gate was complete silence. 
 
    “Let’s get this cleared enough to get the horses inside,” he bellowed at the dwarves. “We have to find him.” 
 
    The dwarves began tossing rocks away from the twisted metal. With only their hands, the work was slow and tedious, and it took more than half an hour to get through. Inside, a gruesome scene greeted them. Large sections of the tunnel had collapsed, and none of the soldiers was alive. There was just room for the horses to squeeze through the fallen rock, so Leinjar pressed forward to search for the escaped slave trader. The others stayed close behind him, all on guard for another tremor that might cause even more rocks to close the tunnel. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Molgheon had reached the base of the mountain when the earthquake hit. She rushed into a clearing to get as far from falling debris as possible and stared in the direction of the gate. Terror enveloped her as she thought about her friends in a cave in, and for several heartbeats, she debated heading up the mountain to find them. But she dismissed that notion because by the time she could re-climb the slope help would’ve come from elsewhere. Also, if she delayed and got hemmed in by the approaching army, Bressard would almost certainly die alone. She whispered a hope that the freed slaves were safe and then resumed her march towards Mount Roustdohn. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Roskin doubled over, Krondious immediately thought someone had fired a crossbow at him, so he scanned the soldiers to find the assassin. Then, the shaking started, and Bordorn covered them with his shield. Large chunks of stone smashed against the thick metal, and Bordorn groaned with each thud, but the shield and his strength held throughout the tremors. As soon as the earthquake ended, the two dwarves pushed the shield up at an angle to make the rocks slide away and stood in the collapsed tunnel. 
 
    Several of the soldiers with them were injured and two had been killed, but the worst was the entrance was completely sealed off from the Halls. Krondious hefted a large rock to clear an opening, but Bordorn stopped him, screaming he might cause another collapse. 
 
    “Roskin and the king may be hurt,” Krondious yelled back, his deep voice reverberating in the tight space. 
 
    “We have to keep our wits,” Bordorn returned. “We can’t help anyone if we’re buried alive.” 
 
    Krondious took a deep breath and pulled himself together. From his childhood in the deep, he knew Bordorn was right. They needed to dig slowly and if possible brace the ceiling with something sturdy. He looked around for anything that might help, and a few feet back were a couple of iron bars stored there in case of a cave-in. Krondious carried them to the blockage and positioned them on either side of the tunnel. Then, he, Bordorn, and the three dwarves not seriously wounded formed a line, passing debris to the end and digging themselves out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After the shaking subsided, Roskin lay on the ground and examined himself for any broken bones. He was bruised and scraped, but none of his wounds were serious, so he climbed to his feet and looked around. Master Sondious was still in his chair, brushing gravel and dust from his lap. Behind him, of the two dozen soldiers who had stood at attention, at least half lay prone in varying degrees of injury, including Captain Roighwheil. The Halls of Gronwheil, while battered by enormous boulders, seemed intact. Around the perimeter, none of the army was visible, and most of the areas they had been guarding were now covered in piles of rubble. 
 
    Then, Roskin saw his father. 
 
    The king lay crumpled in the dust, blood oozing from his head. Roskin dashed to him and found the laceration. A large chunk of stone had struck his forehead just above the hairline, and the gash was wicked. His breathing was weak and shallow, and his pallor had faded to ashen gray. Roskin ripped a strip of cloth from his tunic and pressed it against the bleeding. Within mere heartbeats, the cloth was soaked, and blood ran down Roskin’s arms. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” Master Sondious said, rolling his chair closer. “This certainly changes our meeting.” 
 
    “Please, get help,” Roskin pleaded. 
 
    “Now, Roskin, think of your studies. Why would I forfeit the advantage only to face exile or execution?” 
 
    “He’s dying. Please.” 
 
    “I see that. And according to the law, if the king is incapable of carrying out his duties because of injury, the heir assumes the role of acting king.” 
 
    “I know the law!” 
 
    As they spoke, the dwarves from inside the Halls came out of the building and moved behind Master Sondious. Most were stunned by the scene around them. 
 
    “So as the acting king, you have the power to save him.” 
 
    “What do you want?” Roskin asked, tears now streaming down his cheeks. 
 
    “Turn over all powers of the throne to me. No strings.” 
 
    “Swear an oath that if I do, my father will be seen by the best healers immediately.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Swear that no one will bring intentional harm to him.” 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    “If you make both oaths, you will be acting king.” 
 
    Master Sondious motioned for his aide and then instructed the dwarf to run to the palace and find the king’s chief healer. The aide sprinted towards the palace, and Master Sondious then instructed another dwarf to go inside the Halls of Gronwheil and retrieve the Tome of Erycke the Just, the codification of all Kiredurkian laws. 
 
    Soldiers from the king’s army finally emerged from the tunnels and moved towards the courtyard. Master Sondious instructed Roskin to halt them, and the heir shouted for them to stand down. The soldiers obeyed but remained close to the scene. Dwarves from each side stared at each other in an uneasy and confused silence, but Roskin paid them little attention. All of his energy was focused on the blood flowing from his father’s wound. He completely removed his tunic and tore it into long strips. 
 
    At the sight of the criss-crossed scars on his back, soldiers from each side gasped and murmured to each other. Roskin pressed the strips of cloth against his father’s head and watched as more blood flowed from the gash. Beside him, after the dwarf returned with the Tome of Erycke the Just, Master Sondious instructed his soldiers to clear rocks from the courtyard. Time dragged to a standstill as Roskin waited for the healer. Finally, after his father had bled more than seemed possible, the Chief Healer arrived and knelt beside the king and heir. 
 
    “I can stabilize him,” the aged dwarf said, peeling back the layers of cloth Roskin had pressed against his father’s head. “But we need to get him inside the palace.” 
 
    Roskin motioned for the nearest soldiers to move closer and then instructed them to carry his father into the king’s private chambers. Master Sondious agreed, so the soldiers surrounded the wounded king and gently lifted him from Roskin’s arms. The heir watched, helpless and alone, as his father was carried away. Then, mustering his courage, he stood and faced Master Sondious. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Krondious wrapped his arms around a large chunk of rock and took three sharp breaths in and out before inhaling sharply and straining against the stone. As the rock lifted from the pile, his arms and legs struggled. He groaned loudly but hoisted the rock and tossed it into a clearing. As the strain released from his limbs, he bellowed a guttural sound that hurt his own ears in the tight space of the tunnel. 
 
    After that stone was moved, the dwarves could see well enough to make out what was happening in the Grand Courtyard. Holding a thick, leather-bound book, Roskin stood across from Master Sondious, who sat smiling in his chair. Roskin would read a few words and then Master Sondious would repeat them. Krondious strained his ears to make out the words, and after a couple of minutes got the gist. 
 
    “He’s handing over power to my uncle.” 
 
    “Where’s the king?” Bordorn asked, confused. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Roskin closed the book and handed it to Master Sondious. Then, Roskin signaled to the soldiers to kneel, and those who had followed the special advisor and those loyal to the king obeyed. From his chair, Master Sondious grinned like a mischievous child who had just stolen a treat from the pantry while his mother’s back was turned. 
 
    “I hereby declare,” Roskin bellowed, his voice much louder than before. “Master Sondious of the Deep to be acting king. May he guide this kingdom along a path that restores glory and prosperity to all from the Halls of Gronwheil to the southern gate.” 
 
    When he finished speaking, the soldiers rose and saluted their acting king. Krondious looked at Bordorn, hoping he could make sense of what had just happened, but the Ghaldeon was repeating Roskin’s last few words with a perplexed expression on his face. 
 
    “I’m heading down there to find out what this nonsense is all about,” Krondious snarled, grabbing his axe. 
 
    “Wait!” Bordorn exclaimed, grabbing Krondious’s left arm. 
 
    “I’m done waiting.” 
 
    “I think Roskin just sent us a message.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s something we used to do as kids. If one of us got caught, we would warn the other which way to run by saying something like what he just said. I think he wants us to head for the southern gate.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Not certain, but fairly.” 
 
    Krondious stared down at Roskin and then back at Bordorn. 
 
    “Trust me on this,” Bordorn said. “He’s my friend, too.” 
 
    Krondious nodded, and Bordorn rose and headed deeper into the tunnel. He returned with Roskin’s pack and handed it to one of the soldiers. 
 
    “Make sure Roskin gets this,” he said. “Make certain he knows we’ll wait at the southern gate.” 
 
    The soldier took the pack and promised Bordorn it and the message would get to the heir. 
 
    “What about his weapons?” Krondious asked. 
 
    “I think your uncle would confiscate them,” Bordorn said. “No offense, but let’s keep them with us.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right about this.” 
 
    “Me too, brother. Me too.” 
 
    With that, Bordorn led Krondious away from the Halls and towards their pack horse, which was still tied up in the tunnel. The animal was terrified from the earthquake but not injured. Bordorn returned his shield to its back, and Krondious slid his axe into a loop on the saddle. Then, both dwarves and the horse picked their way through the rubble, moving around the city to reach the main tunnel that ran south. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Powers Shift 
 
      
 
    “As acting king,” Sondious said to Roskin. “I exile you from this kingdom.” 
 
    “Understood,” Roskin responded, holding his head high. “But you are bound by your oaths.” 
 
    “I respect the law,” Master Sondious said barely above a whisper. 
 
    “May say goodbye to my family?” 
 
    “Of course. I’m not a monster.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Roskin said, bowing. “I won’t take long. Then, I’ll leave the kingdom peacefully.” 
 
    “Please, know that all I’ve done is for the kingdom.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    With that, Roskin turned and strode towards the palace, hoping Bordorn had understood their old code. If not, he would be alone at the southern gate. As he passed the soldiers, none saluted him, but he wasn’t surprised. He had handed over the throne to protect his father’s life, but more than likely, most of them didn’t know the details of what had happened. They couldn’t be expected to understand the sacrifice he had made. He hoped he had made a good choice given the situation. Were he to resist Sondious now, he would do so with a dispassionate army following from obligation, not choice. As such, he would have a difficult time stopping the uprising because Sondious’s soldiers would fight with fervor. 
 
    As he entered the palace, a hand touched his shoulder. Without thinking, Roskin grabbed the arm and slammed a young soldier against the stone wall. As the dwarf slid to the floor, Roskin drove into him and pressed his forearm against the soldier’s throat. Struggling for air, the dwarf pushed against the arm but couldn’t break the grasp. Roskin pressed harder, but in his peripheral vision, something caught his eye. His backpack lay on the ground near where the soldier had touched him. Gathering his wits, Roskin released his hold enough for the dwarf to breathe. 
 
    “Bordorn,” the solider managed, gulping for air. 
 
    Roskin stood and backed away. For the second time, he had nearly killed one of his people because he had been startled. Shame and fear filled him as he struggled with the thought. The young soldier, covered in dust and scrapes from the earthquake, sat up. He was terrified but not badly injured, so Roskin offered him a hand. The dwarf grasped his arm and got to his feet. 
 
    “Please, forgive me?” Roskin asked. 
 
    The dwarf nodded, his eyes cast downward, and then explained that Krondious and Bordorn had Roskin’s weapons and would meet him at the southern gate. Roskin thanked him and apologized again. The soldier finally looked up, his eyes showing fear, so Roskin dismissed him. The dwarf hurried away without speaking. 
 
    Roskin stood in the hallway, shaking. From his experiences the previous two years, he had become like Molgheon and Leinjar, too high-strung for sudden encounters. In the tunnels of the kingdom, there was no way to avoid those moments. How could he ever live underground again if he couldn’t control his reflexes? He composed himself and retrieved his backpack. At least Bordorn had understood the message. His items were all intact, so he continued through the palace to check on his father and tell his family good bye. 
 
    King Kraganere had been moved to a room near his private study, and the chief healer worked feverishly to close the wound in his head. He told Roskin that the king would probably live, but there was no way to know if he would ever awaken from his coma. Roskin looked at his father. Stretched out and prone on the bed, he appeared old and frail, and for a moment, Roskin was uncertain if he would ever see him again. However, from the same source as the dark fear, a calmness filled him, soothing and reassuring that all would be well. He kissed his father’s forehead and exited the room. 
 
    Across the hallway, his stepmother and siblings paced the polished floor of a sitting room. Upon seeing him, they raced across the room to greet him. Many times he had imagined this moment, and he wished he could stay and comfort them during so much uncertainty. Each had bloodshot eyes and tear-streaked faces, so Roskin hugged them, offering reassurance that the king would be okay. His brother, the youngest of the family, was the most distraught, so Roskin hoisted him into his arms and squeezed him tightly. 
 
    “Be good for your mother,” Roskin whispered into his ear. “She needs your strength.” 
 
    “Will you help me with my song later?” 
 
    “I wish I could,” Roskin managed, his voice catching. 
 
    “Why can’t you?” 
 
    “I have to leave?” 
 
    “Where are you going?” his stepmother asked. 
 
    “Master Sondious banished me.” 
 
    “How?” his stepmother exclaimed. 
 
    Roskin explained what had happened in the courtyard, the deal he had made. 
 
    “That traitor!” one of his sisters said, gritting her teeth. 
 
    “Listen,” Roskin said, his voice as stern as Crushaw’s. “I gave him what he wanted to protect the king, but he won’t have power long. If he breaks either oath, his status is voided. If he keeps them, our father will wake soon and regain the throne.” 
 
    “I still hate him,” the other sister quipped. 
 
    “You need to focus on what’s important. Most of this city is in rubble. You need to rebuild it.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” they said together as if addressing their father but, unlike the past, without sarcasm. 
 
    “I have a favor to ask,” he said to his stepmother as he reached into his pack and retrieved the book of Marshwogg laws that Rewokog had given him. “Make sure that Master Londragheon gets this. Ask her to study it.” 
 
    “Of course, Roskin. But where are you going?” 
 
    “South. That’s all I know.” 
 
    He looked at each of his siblings, studying their faces closely. There was no telling how long it might be before he got to see them again, and he wanted to soak up their youth in case they were fully grown when he returned. His brother buried his head in his shoulder and hugged him tightly, just realizing Roskin was leaving again. His oldest sister left the room, and the other turned away as tears filled her eyes. Finally, he looked back at his stepmother and said: 
 
    “Thank you for always treating me like your own.” 
 
    She touched his arm gently and nodded. Then, she held out her hands to her son, and he hesitated but let go of Roskin and went to her. Without another word, Roskin shouldered his pack and exited. He stopped by his bedroom and gathered fresh clothes. Most of them looked much too big for his frame now, but they would have to do. He also grabbed his cape with the king’s insignia on it. He well remembered his last experience at the southern gate and didn’t want any problems this time. With one more glance around the room, he left and went to the pantry for fresh supplies. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Captain Roighwheil had volunteered to escort Roskin to the gate, and Sondious agreed, not trusting the heir to leave the kingdom. They walked for a week, and in each township, the earthquake had destroyed many buildings. Both dwarves wanted to help, but Sondious had explicitly ordered the captain to return in four weeks. Since taking the throne, he demanded absolute obedience from all and had already made examples of many who didn’t recognize his rule. But on the eighth day, waiting for them on the trail were Bordorn, Krondious, Leinjar, and the other dwarves. 
 
    “Where’s Molgheon?” Roskin asked. “And Torkdohn?” 
 
    Leinjar explained about the Great Empire, Molgheon’s decision, and Torkdohn’s escape. 
 
    “So Torkdohn is loose in this kingdom?” Roskin muttered, glancing around the township. “That’s just perfect.” 
 
    “Please, forgive me,” Leinjar said, kneeling. 
 
    “My friend,” Roskin responded, pulling him to his feet. “We’ll deal with that later.” 
 
    “What happened back there?” Bordorn asked Roskin. “Why’d you do that?” 
 
    Roskin lowered his head, searching for an answer. Since leaving the capital, he doubted the wisdom of his choice. Sondious would be loathe to give up throne, oath or not, and if his father never got better, there would be no removing him except through force. 
 
    “He did what he had to,” the captain said, his tone defensive. “He protected his father and this kingdom.” 
 
    Captain Roighwheil gave them details, and the dwarves agreed that he had made the best deal under the circumstances. 
 
    “What now?” Krondious asked. “What do we do about this army?” 
 
    Roskin glanced at the captain and then at Leinjar, mulling his options. 
 
    “Captain, return to the capital and explain what you have learned. Convince Sondious to send troops. Tell him I’ll go to Kehldeon for help.” 
 
    “My honor,” the captain answered. 
 
    “Leinjar, I need you three to return to your kingdom and request troops.” 
 
    “I can’t do that!” he exclaimed, his eyes growing wider than normal. “I’m disgraced there.” 
 
    “Please,” Roskin said, touching Leinjar’s shoulder. “You have the best chance to persuade them. You know as well as anyone a Kiredurk or Ghaldeon would as likely be executed as listened to.” 
 
    Leinjar nodded, but his discomfort was obvious. 
 
    “If that army is as big as you say, we’re gonna need as much help as we can get.” 
 
    Leinjar relented, motioning for the other Tredjards to gather their things. 
 
    “What about him?” Krondious asked, pointing at Jase. 
 
    “Please, I’ve suffered enough,” Jase said from the horse. 
 
    Roskin walked over and looked at the traitor. Part of him wanted to kill Jase right there for stabbing him in the back at the logging town, but since he was now an exile, he controlled his temper. 
 
    “Captain, please take this filth back to Dorkhun and have Sondious do with him as he pleases.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” 
 
    Roskin and the captain wished each other luck and parted ways. The group of dwarves collected their belongings and continued south. Leinjar fell to the rear, not speaking. Roskin wanted to assure him that he would be fine returning to his kin, but the Tredjards were a peculiar lot. There was no way to guarantee all would be well, so he gave his friend space to think. With all that had happened, Roskin needed time, too. His kingdom was in ruin, just as he had envisioned, but things were much worse than he had anticipated. Dorkhun had fallen, and the Eighth Kingdom was all but over. Once again, he wished that Crushaw were there to offer advice. 
 
    “Well, Pepper Beard,” Bordorn said, interrupting his thoughts. “This is some pickle.” 
 
    Roskin nodded, clenching his jaw. 
 
    “Look on the bright side. At least we finally get to join the Resistance.” 
 
    Roskin laughed in spite of himself and glanced at his oldest friend. How foolish they had been as young dwarves, wishing for this opportunity. Now that it had come, Roskin yearned for those days again. All his life he had sought glory and had lost his youth in pursuit of it. Marching along the tunnel, he now wished to restore peace to the kingdom. 
 
    “We’ll get through this,” Bordorn said. “I know my people.”  
 
    “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    “I’ve brought despair to my people. I have to make this right.” 
 
    “Listen to me,” Bordorn said, his voice stern. “You didn’t do this. You can’t blame yourself for treachery, and you certainly didn’t cause the earthquake.” 
 
    Roskin nodded, sorting through his emotions. He wanted to believe Bordorn, but his desire to find that statue had set this in motion, so at least in part, he was to blame. He adjusted his pack and quickened his pace. There were many miles to cover before they reached the gate, and once they reached it, they would have to find a way around the human army. Then, it would take weeks to reach Kehldeon, and there was no guarantee they would be willing to or even capable of raising an army. Behind him, the others panted heavily, trying to match his stride, but Roskin didn’t ease up. They would have to find the strength to keep up. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kwarck moved through rows of crops, searching for pests and weeds. Crushaw and Vishghu were watering in a separate field, and he was glad for time to himself. Many pieces were falling into place, and he needed to be certain that his strategy was sound. With their spies, the Great Empire had been successful in creating the conflict between the ogres and Kiredurks and now were preparing to attack the Kiredurks from the Snivegohn Valley. They would also strike the weakened ogres on the western flank. From there, they would create a second front against the Kiredurks. Alone, there was little hope the once peaceful dwarves could defend themselves for long. 
 
    But Emperor Vassa was not the only one with spies and strategies. For many years, Kwarck had been preparing for this time. He had been much younger when the Great Empire had driven the elves from their lands, and he had long known Emperor Vassa’s greed had no limits. Deep in the Koorleine forest, the elves had been gathering strength and were nearly ready. All they needed was an experienced leader, someone they respected enough to follow. Kwarck had worked hard to keep Crushaw’s skills sharp, and soon, Evil Blade would lead his final army. 
 
    Kwarck’s only concern was Roskin. Though the young dwarf had matured greatly these last two years, convincing the Ghaldeons to join the fight wouldn’t be easy. The Kiredurks were a weakened race, hardly more than a collection of scattered tribes. They needed a leader to restore their dignity. If Roskin could marshal their strength, they could trap the Great Empire in the Snivegohn Valley. If he couldn’t, Kwarck didn’t want to think about the outcome. 
 
    He spotted an earworm on a corn stalk and grasped it between his thumb and index finger. It wriggled against his hold, and Kwarck watched it for a moment. For most of his life, he had been a healer, striving for peace on his farm. He had turned away none needing help, but earworms cared nothing for harmony. They would devour an entire crop and leave nothing for others’ sustenance. He crushed the pest between his fingers and discarded its carcass on the dirt. Soon, many soldiers would need these crops, for the Great War was about to begin. 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    Confessions and Revelations 
 
      
 
    The wind shifted from the north, carrying the stench of fear, and Crushaw smiled. He sniffed the air, breathing in the ogres’ dread as they trembled behind ramshackle fortifications. For as long as he could remember, he had waged war on them, killing more than he could count and driving them farther north with each year. His name a curse on their lips, his silhouette a vision of terror. Today, he would smash their lines and extinguish their last glimmer of hope. 
 
    Ominous clouds formed along the southern horizon, tall and billowy and dark. He studied them while waiting for his runner to return with news about his latest peace offer. The ogres would reject it, of course, for the offer was little more than an insult. Unknown to them, however, his archers were moving into position on the ogres’ weakened eastern flank. He turned to his captain and pointed at the clouds. 
 
    “Nasty,” Captain Strauteefe said, seeing the menacing thunderheads mushroom. “Should we halt the attack?” 
 
    “No. A little rain’ll wash off their blood.” 
 
    Strauteefe laughed but continued staring at the gathering storm. Crushaw turned his gaze north, searching for his runner. The captain was his favorite officer, the one being groomed as his replacement, but sometimes, Strauteefe’s cautiousness worried the general. The ogres were all but shattered, and any delay would afford them an opportunity to regroup. All his experience told him, storm or not, they would strike as soon as the archers moved into position. If the runner were lucky, he would be back by then. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Crushaw bolted upright, sweat pouring from his body. Whenever the nightmare started, he forced himself awake, and now, he peered out the window, trying to shake off lingering memories. From the other room, Vishghu’s snoring was loud and steady, a deep slumber from yesterday’s labor. The heat of summer had taken its toll on them, but he couldn’t sleep for fear of the recurring dream, so he rose from bed and went outside. 
 
    The grass lay damp with dew, and dawn was still hours away, so he walked to the barn and found the driest section of a bench that ran along the outer wall. Sitting, he looked west and wondered if Roskin was okay. Kwarck had said little since the earthquake a week before, save the occasional reassurances of the dwarf’s safety. But Crushaw wished he could see for himself that his friend was uninjured, for in his heart, he knew Kwarck was hiding something. 
 
    As he mulled the thought, the wizard emerged from the house and came towards him. Crushaw waved in the faint light, but Kwarck didn’t acknowledge him. Instead, he strode straight to the bench and sat at the far end. The wood creaked from the additional weight, and Crushaw readjusted himself to get comfortable. Kwarck’s eyes remained fixed on the ground, so Crushaw stretched out his legs and folded his hands in his lap. After several moments of uncomfortable silence, the general spoke: 
 
    “Couldn’t sleep either?” 
 
    Kwarck shook his head. 
 
    “At least Vishghu’ll be rested.” 
 
    “You’ve been honest with me, haven’t you?” 
 
    “About?” Crushaw asked, arching an eyebrow. 
 
    “Your past? Your secrets?” 
 
    “I’m sure some things I haven’t shared.” 
 
    “Yes, but you’ve been a better friend than I.” 
 
    Puzzled, Crushaw faced his companion. 
 
    “I’ve kept a secret for too long.” 
 
    Crushaw remained quiet, waiting for Kwarck to continue. 
 
    “Before I lived here, I served the Great Empire as a healer in the capital.” 
 
    “You served Vassa?” 
 
    “No, her father and grandfather.” 
 
    Crushaw calculated, furrowing his brow. “That would make you well over a hundred.” 
 
    “Like I told you before, I’m much older than that,” Kwarck answered, still not looking up. “It’s the elf in me.” 
 
    “I knew many elves on the plantation. None were much older than humans and dwarves.” 
 
    “The labor broke their bodies young. No living creature can endure endless toil for long. Had you not escaped, you too would be gone by now.” 
 
    Crushaw remembered how the old slaves looked--their backs bent, hands gnarled, and joints swollen, yet none were much above fifty. Their eyes had no glimmer of life, just a dimness that gazed far into the distance, and he rarely dwelled on such memories, for they brought too much grief. 
 
    “That’s not the secret, though,” Kwarck added. 
 
    Crushaw was silent. 
 
    “I knew your parents.” 
 
    “What?” the old general asked, suddenly erect, gripping his knees. 
 
    Kwarck explained that Crushaw’s father had been a member of the Royal Guard and his mother the emperor’s niece. They had fallen in love and dated secretly until she became pregnant. However, the emperor didn’t approve of them marrying because, while Crushaw’s father was an exemplary soldier, he was still a commoner. The war with the elves had just begun, and the young man had been sent to the front, where he died in the Loorish Forest during a vicious battle. The emperor had ordered Kwarck to destroy the baby as soon as it was born. 
 
    “I couldn’t obey that order. I’m a healer, not a murderer.” 
 
    Crushaw struggled to comprehend the tale. 
 
    “I gave you to my two most trusted servants, half-elves like me, and sent you to live in the Koorleine Forest. But somewhere along the road, they were captured by slave traders.” 
 
    “How do you know I’m that child?” 
 
    “I knew the instant I saw you. You look just like your father.” 
 
    Crushaw clenched his teeth, a sharp pain burning his stomach. 
 
    “You were supposed to have a much different life, and all of your torments are my fault.” 
 
    “What about my mother?” 
 
    “She died from grief a few days after you were taken from her arms.” 
 
    Crushaw rose and walked to the nearest field. Many times he had imagined who his mother was. Now, here was Kwarck, one of the only people Crushaw had ever trusted, saying he had known her. A maelstrom of emotions, all foreign, swept through him. For a moment, Crushaw thought he was still dreaming, but the dew moistening his pant legs told him this was no dream. He returned to the bench and stood before the wizard. 
 
    “How did you survive?” 
 
    “I left the capital the night you were born and headed west. Tolerance for half-elves was growing thin already, and if the emperor found out I didn’t kill you, I would’ve been executed. That’s how I came to this land and built this farm.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand why you are telling me this. Why now?” 
 
    Kwarck shrugged, his eyes distant and moist. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what that plantation was like?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve felt much anguish from my kin who’ve lived and died in bondage.” 
 
    “You’ve felt anguish!” Crushaw shouted, clutching Kwarck’s tunic. “You have no idea!” 
 
    Kwarck went limp in his grasp, and his eyes dimmed with sorrow and shame. Crushaw released his hold and turned for the house. Rage overtook him, and he wanted his sword. But soon, he caught himself and inhaled deeply, feeling the air fill his lungs. He strode back towards the field, fighting his emotions. Kwarck was the most decent, compassionate person he knew and had given him the only happiness he had ever experienced. He shouldn’t be angry at his friend. After a few minutes of pacing and breathing, he calmed down and returned to where Kwarck sat, his countenance frail and diminished. 
 
    “Forgive me,” Crushaw said. “I didn’t mean to grab you.” 
 
    “You have every right to be angry.” 
 
    “No, I don’t. You saved my life. Twice it seems.” 
 
    Kwarck looked up, his eyes pooled with tears on the cusp of streaming down his cheeks. 
 
    “Please, forgive me,” Kwarck whispered. 
 
    “The only thing to forgive is that it took this long to tell me,” Crushaw said, extending his hand. 
 
    Kwarck rose and accepted the gesture of friendship. They stood still in the pale moonlight of early morning, and Crushaw held Kwarck’s smaller hand even after the wizard tried to withdraw. There were so many questions, so much he wanted to learn, but the words all piled together as mush. He shook Kwarck’s hand for several heartbeats. 
 
    “There’s something else,” Kwarck said, barely audible. 
 
    Crushaw released his grasp and settled on the bench, leaning against the barn. 
 
    “Actually, two things.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m ready for more.” 
 
    “It’s important.” 
 
    Crushaw waited. 
 
    “The Great Empire is preparing to attack the Kiredurks on two fronts.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” 
 
    “That’s not important. Just know it’s true.” 
 
    “We have to warn Roskin.” 
 
    “He already knows. As we speak, he’s moving south towards the Ghaldeons to rouse an army.” 
 
    “I have to help him,” Crushaw said fidgeting in his seat. 
 
    “Yes, you must. But you must help to the east.” 
 
    Crushaw knitted his eyebrows, uncertain what the wizard meant. 
 
    “For many years, the elves have hidden in the Koorleine forest, rebuilding their strength and waiting for the moment to strike. That time is near.” 
 
    “You know I’m too old for battle.” 
 
    “No, you’re not. Most of these elves have never seen war, save the ones who already fought with you. They need a general.” 
 
    Crushaw pressed against the barn, the wood creaking with his weight. After the Battle for Hard Hope, he had accepted that age had caught up with him. When the young orc caught him off guard by the stream, he had also accepted that his fighting days were over. His senses had grown too dull to survive long on a battlefield. Riding against the soldiers of the Great Empire with a mob of unseasoned elves was suicide. 
 
    “Trust me,” Kwarck said, interrupting his thoughts. “You can outwit their generals. You trained most of them.” 
 
    “How soon?” 
 
    “Their army is gathering in Rugraknere. I figure in the spring, they will attack the ogres’ western flank and then turn on the Kiredurks by summer.” 
 
    “You are full of surprises,” Crushaw said, leaning forward. “That’s not enough time to train them.” 
 
    “Look what you did with a few hundred slaves.” 
 
    “That? That was against undisciplined orcs who had never been tested. This? No, this is the most well-trained army in the world. Most of those soldiers have been at war for as long as they’ve been shaving. They won’t break ranks at the first sign of danger.” 
 
    “So what are you saying?” 
 
    Crushaw gazed at the horizon, the line of earth and sky visible only as faint hues of black. There wasn’t much choice. He could hide on this farm, waiting for frailty and weakness to take him, or he could die with his sword in his hand and the taste of blood on his lips. He turned to Kwarck: 
 
    “Get them here. The sooner the better.” His voice left no room for argument. 
 
    Kwarck smiled and patted him on the shoulder. “They’re already on their way,” he said. 
 
    “Vishghu needs to warn her people,” Crushaw added. 
 
    “Agreed. One last thing.” 
 
    Crushaw groaned. 
 
    “We have visitors coming. Two elves and an orc, seeking sanctuary. I need to know you will welcome them. All of them.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “There will be no bloodshed on my land.” Now, Kwarck’s voice gave no room for debate. 
 
    Crushaw nodded slightly. He had already befriended an ogre, an occurrence he once believed laughable, so keeping the peace with an orc might not be impossible. Kwarck excused himself to begin breakfast and headed for the house. Crushaw watched him walk away, but his thoughts drifted to his parents. He imagined them, young and in love, sneaking around the palace to steal quiet moments together. He wondered if his father would’ve been proud of his rise from foot soldier to First General of Black Rock Fortress, leader of the Northern Army. He smiled at the thought of his father, dressed in full regalia, watching him receive the post. And he wondered what his mother would think now, him agreeing to lead an elfin army against Vassa’s forces. He could see her face, the one he had always envisioned, twisted with worry and mixed feelings. He wiped a tear from his eye and tamped down his emotions. There was no time for such foolishness, not with so many plans to make. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stahloor, Alysea, and Suvene broke camp before dawn. They still had several miles of marching to reach Kwarck’s farm and wanted to cover it before the heat became unbearable. They had pushed themselves hard over the mountains and across the plains, avoiding all settlements and every road. The untamed path had been taxing, and though game was plentiful, their pace had left little time for their sore muscles to recover. All were ready for a comfortable seat and a soft bed. 
 
    Nearing the farm, Suvene had grown uneasy. Despite Stahloor’s reassurances, the reality of having abandoned his homeland burdened him. There was no certainty this hermit would accept him, and there was also the probability he would be tracked. Orcs were not known for forgiveness, and the masters would be enraged over what he had done to the guards. At some point, they would find him, and then, he would have to face the consequences of his desertion. That final thought haunted him most, for he had always defined himself as loyal and obedient, yet here he was, a fugitive. 
 
    Alysea did her best to keep his spirits lifted, telling stories of her time on the mountain and sharing elven history. Suvene knew nothing of their past. To him, the wood-brains were uncivilized barbarians, hardly more than wild animals gathering berries for sustenance while his people cultivated fields. He marveled at her tales of elfish craftsmanship passed down for centuries and wondered at their validity. He didn’t doubt her belief. Her innocence and sincerity were pure, but given his understanding of elves, the stories seemed preposterous. 
 
    Stahloor had barely spoken on the trip, other than when directly asked a question. He hadn’t been rude. On the contrary, since that night in the tree, he had treated the orc with respect bordering on admiration, but the elf carried a sadness that weighed his words like an anchor. From all he had seen in the last year, Suvene understood the desire for silence. His memories from the Slithsythe Plantation, pools of blood and dismembered bodies, were thoughts he never wanted to discuss. Watching Toulesche, his closest childhood friend, die a slow, painful death was a vision he wished he could erase. While he had told Stahloor he no longer sought revenge against Crushaw, in his heart, Suvene still hated the old man. 
 
    They trekked across the open fields, the sun peeking over the horizon. All around, fields awakened from night as wildflowers opened to catch the early rays and insects emerged from their nests, seeking nourishment. A calm breeze rippled the tall grasses, and hares poked their heads from holes to sniff for predators. With its sparse trees and long rolling expanses, the prairie was much different from the savannah, and while he missed home, Suvene found comfort in the broad sky and rolling terrain. There was a familiar feeling about the landscape, as if something deep within him had traveled this land before. 
 
    By noon, their bodies were drenched with sweat, but as they crested a small rise, the edge of the outermost field came into view. The rows of corn stood tall and majestic, swaying in the breeze, and all of Suvene’s worries melted away at the sight. Calmness and serenity took their place, and he looked at Alysea and smiled. 
 
    “So this is Kwarck’s land,” Stahloor said, stopping and uncorking his waterskin. “Ever since I escaped bondage, I’ve hoped to see this place.” 
 
    “That field is beautiful,” Suvene said. “I can’t explain it, but the fields on the plantation don’t compare.” 
 
    “Yes,” Stahloor said. “I feel it, too. There’s something special about this land.” 
 
    “Freedom,” Alysea said. 
 
    “How’s that?” Suvene asked. 
 
    “These fields are free,” she answered. “They are grown with love, not greed.” 
 
    “Daughter, you are very wise,” Stahloor said, smiling. 
 
    “Freedom,” Suvene whispered. 
 
    “Breathe it in,” Stahloor said, touching the orc’s shoulder. “It’s yours, now.” 
 
    Suvene stared into the distance. Beyond the field, the roof of the barn was just visible. For the first time since the alarm bell had sounded that morning on the plantation, he felt safe, and the weight of endless anxiety lifted. With it, a wave of emotions coursed through him. Tears flowed down his face, and his legs weakened. The two elves steadied him, and he struggled to compose himself. Then, as if appearing from the air itself, Kwarck was beside him. 
 
    “Welcome to my home,” the hermit said in orcish, his voice as soothing as a mother’s. 
 
    Kwarck was smaller than Suvene had imagined. Not only was he much shorter than any elf Suvene had seen before, his frame was also thin and wiry. His hair was streaked with silver, gray, and black and mostly covered his pointed ears. His face was aged but full of life, as if drawing strength from the land, and his dark eyes glimmered with kindness. Without thinking, Suvene kneeled and bowed his head. 
 
    “I am Suvene,” he said. “Thank you for welcoming me.” 
 
    “My friend, please rise,” Kwarck said, extending his hand. “I am no lord or master.” 
 
    Suvene grasped the hand and marveled at the strength in the old half-elf’s grip. Kwarck helped him to his feet and handed him a waterskin. Suvene thanked him and took a long drink. The liquid was cool and fresh on the orc’s parched throat. Once finished, he handed the waterskin to Alysea, who also drank heartily before returning it to Kwarck. 
 
    “Lunch is waiting for us,” the hermit said, turning for the house. “I’ll introduce you to the others before we eat.” 
 
    “Others?” Stahloor asked, walking alongside. 
 
    “A human and an ogre. They live here and help me tend these fields. There were other ogres camped in the orchard, but they’ve returned home now that the Kiredurk war is over.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen an ogre,” Alysea said, her voice rising with excitement. 
 
    “They’re impressive,” Suvene said. “Massive creatures.” 
 
    “You’ve seen them?” she asked. 
 
    “One.” 
 
    Alysea pressed him for details, and he described the one from the Slithsythe Plantation as well as he could remember. As he talked, she bounded along, barely containing her exhilaration. Suvene smiled at the sight. Training and fighting for most of his youth, he had lost his childlike wonder long ago, but seeing hers made him feel younger. Ahead of them, Kwarck and Stahloor spoke quietly in elfish as they traversed the path to the gate. For a moment, Suvene wondered what they were discussing, but the peace of the fields pushed all worry from his mind. 
 
    After they passed through the gate, the front of the house came into view, and Suvene froze, for sitting on the porch steps was the last person he had expected to see. Crushaw’s eyes met his, and the old man stood. Suvene unshouldered his halberd and set his feet. In an instant, Kwarck was before him, ordering him to lower his weapon, but the orc could barely hear the hermit. All his senses were focused on his enemy. 
 
    “You,” Crushaw said, holding his gaze. 
 
    Kwarck called out to the old man in the barbaric tongue, and Crushaw held his ground, not moving. 
 
    “This is not allowed on my land,” Kwarck said to Suvene, his voice belying the serenity of the farm. 
 
    “Suvene, please,” Stahloor added. 
 
    Alysea stepped in front of him and touched his arm. At the contact, Suvene relaxed and looked at her. She smiled and asked him to lower his weapon. The orc glanced back at Crushaw, who still hadn’t moved, and then stepped back. 
 
    “He’s a murderer,” Suvene said to her, his voice trembling. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” Crushaw called in orcish. “But I will not fight you here.” 
 
    “Why is he here?” Suvene asked Kwarck, who had moved beside him, holding up his palms. 
 
    “Same as you,” Kwarck responded. 
 
    “Please, Suvene,” Alysea said, reaching for the halberd. “Give it to me.” 
 
    “If you want freedom,” Kwarck said. “Listen to her. Otherwise, leave now. It’s your choice.” 
 
    Suvene looked at the hermit, and his anger faded. The calm from before returned, and he released his weapon. Alysea caught it and handed it to her father, who moved behind the hermit. 
 
    “The others, too,” Kwarck added. “Until I’m convinced you won’t use them.” 
 
    Suvene hesitated but removed the daggers and gave them to Kwarck. 
 
    “Much better. Now, let’s have lunch.” 
 
    With that, he started for the house. He spoke to Crushaw again in the barbaric tongue, and the old man entered. Stahloor followed Kwarck, but Alysea waited for Suvene. He questioned her with his eyes, unsure if he could share a table with the human. 
 
    “It’ll be okay,” she said, taking his hand. 
 
    Electricity ran up his arm once more, and their gazes met. The orc gripped her hand, and she smiled, pulling him with her. He wanted her approval more than revenge, so he would do his best to abide by the rules of Kwarck’s home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Of Dark and Twisted Paths 
 
      
 
    Roskin and the others reached the southern gate in five days, barely stopping for food, rest, or sleep. Roskin’s pace was brutal, and at the gate, the group demanded rest. At first, he stood firm but relented when even Leinjar insisted they needed to catch their breath. The Tredjard was as tough as anyone, and if he needed a break, the others must have been near collapse. As they found seats on piles of rubble, Roskin went to find who guarded what remained of the gate. 
 
    Near the twisted metal and cracked stones that had once been a fortified entrance to the kingdom, he found a solitary soldier staring out the opening. He remembered her as the same one who had threatened to cut out his heart the last time he had been here, and for a moment, his temper stirred at the memory. As he looked more closely, however, he saw the sadness of one who had lost many friends from the earthquake, so he approached slowly, not wanting to startle her. When he was nearly within arm’s reach, she flashed him a challenging glare. 
 
    “Do you recognize me?” he asked. 
 
    She peered, focusing on his face, and then her eyes widened with recognition. 
 
    “The renegade?” she asked, reaching for her sword, but her gaze then found the insignia on his cloak. She froze, her arm mid-air, confusion contorting her face and her eyes dancing in thought. Finally, they lit up as she realized who he really was, and she knelt before him. “Please, forgive me. I didn’t know.” 
 
    “On your feet,” he ordered, lifting her by the elbow. “Where are the others?” 
 
    “Most are dead,” she said, turning away. “Only a handful of us watch the gate. We take shifts.” 
 
    “Listen to me carefully,” Roskin said, moving in front of her. “You have to go to the nearest township and find as many blacksmiths and masons as you can. Bring them to repair this gate.” 
 
    “There’s so much to rebuild,” she mumbled, her voice lost in the past. 
 
    “This gate is now first priority,” he said sternly. Then added, “By the king’s orders.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” she said, awakening from her trance. 
 
    “Once the repairs are underway, find every able body you can to guard it. Train them yourself if you have to. Can you do that?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I’m counting on you. You must succeed.” 
 
    “But the Snivegohn Valley is hardly a threat.” 
 
    “My friend over there,” he answered, motioning to Leinjar. “Has seen for himself a massive army gathering in the valley to attack us.” 
 
    Her expression changed from sadness to fear. 
 
    “There’s no time for that,” Roskin scolded. “You must go.” 
 
    The guard gathered herself and saluted him. He returned the gesture and motioned for her to get moving. She collected a few possessions and jogged down the tunnel in the direction of the closest township. He watched her leave before walking to the gate and looking through the opening. He half expected to see human soldiers outside, but only a cloudless blue sky and the worn trail snaking down the slope greeted him. His eyesight couldn’t make out much detail, but he was satisfied the path was clear for as far as he could see. After a moment, he rejoined the group and sat beside Leinjar. 
 
    “We’ll stay together down the trail,” he said. “If we run into scouts, we’ll try to take them out before they can run. If they get away, we’ll come back here and help with the defenses.” 
 
    Leinjar half-nodded his agreement. 
 
    “At the base, we should split up. That’ll improve our odds of at least one of us making it through.” 
 
    “Once we make it through the valley,” Leinjar said, his voice detached. “We can follow the old road Molgheon led us on.” 
 
    “Please,” Roskin said, sensing the lingering reluctance to return to the Tredjard lands. “Know that I wouldn’t ask this of you if I didn’t think it necessary.” 
 
    Leinjar pursed his lips and stroked his beard, staring straight ahead. 
 
    “I’ll push west and cross the mountains toward Kehldeon,” Roskin continued. 
 
    “You realize even if I can get soldiers, we probably can’t make it back in time?” 
 
    Roskin had considered that point but decided it worth the effort. He patted Leinjar’s knee as affirmation. 
 
    “But more likely I’ll be tossed in a dungeon, or worse.” 
 
    “If it makes any difference, I don’t believe that will happen.” 
 
    Leinjar turned towards him, his eyes wide much like their first meeting in the leisure slave cage. Roskin held his gaze, hoping that the Tredjard would see the certainty in his eyes. Like Kwarck had taught him, he concentrated on Leinjar, searching for any warning of danger, and while no clear vision came, a feeling of triumph warmed him. 
 
    “You’ve earned my trust,” Leinjar said. “I hope you’re right this time.” 
 
    “We need to get moving,” Roskin said, smiling and patting him on the knee again. 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    With that, they rose from their seats and called for the others to get ready. At first, there was grumbling, especially from Bordorn and Krondious, but Roskin silenced them with one rebuke. Then, speaking to the entire group, he reminded them of the army gathering in the valley, of the stark reality of the Great Empire conquering not only his kingdom but the rest of the Ghaldeon lands as well. After that, they would drive south against the Tredjards, until every dwarf of the western mountains was enslaved. When he finished speaking, he turned for the gate and resumed his torrid pace, and the others followed without complaint. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Torkdohn took cover behind a row of bushes and waited for the human scouts to pass. At this point, he wasn’t certain if his status as a trader with the Great Empire was still valid, and without his wagon or any of the gear to prove that status, he didn’t want to risk capture. Once they were out of sight, he darted from the bushes and scurried for the old road that led to Bressard’s house. 
 
    When the earthquake first began, he had rolled from the horse and scrambled towards the gate, dodging falling rocks and hoping his luck would hold. As soon as the trembling subsided, he had crawled through what remained of the gate and had concealed himself behind a pile of rubble. With all the dust swirling through the tunnel, hiding hadn’t been difficult. He had listened while Leinjar and the others cleared a path, and once they were out of earshot, he had hurried outside and down the mountain as fast as he could move. From laying across the horse for so long, his body had been stiff and sore, and at his age, the trip down the mountain hadn’t been pleasant. 
 
    Despite the pain, he had pushed himself, for his will was set on tracking Molgheon back to the house and avenging the shame she had caused him. With each footstep, he had imagined subduing her. Along the way, he had stolen enough provisions from the farms not yet captured by the Great Empire to get him to the house, and now, as he darted onto the old, abandoned road, he fantasized about the expression on her face when she realized who had tracked her to Bressard’s home. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    At the base of Mount Gagneesh, Roskin’s group journeyed west towards Kehldeon, and Leinjar and the two Tredjards followed the trail traveled two weeks earlier, snaking their way south along the outer edge of the valley to avoid the main road and as many houses as possible. As they advanced, each scanned the distance for any hint of a human, and none spoke. They moved quickly and stealthily, staying in the shadows whenever possible and jogging through the open areas. Leinjar hoped they could reach the abandoned road before being spotted, for he knew that once they were out of the valley, the Great Empire would mostly be behind them. 
 
    They carried enough dried meats to reach Bressard’s house, and Leinjar figured they could resupply there before continuing south. It would take at least a month to reach the closest gate of the Tredjard Kingdom, and at least another week to reach the capital, if they made it that far. Despite Roskin’s reassurance, he still believed his failure to hold off the orcs on that terrible night made him a pariah among his people, and Tredjards were known to hold long and deep grudges. In his heart, he was marching to his own execution, and he feared for the safety of his two companions. While they had not served with him on that day, they too might be viewed as traitors just for traveling with him. 
 
    As he walked along the narrow trail, his heart was heavy with those thoughts, and part of him wanted to abandon the plan and disappear into the mountains. He could live out his days like Bressard, a hermit surviving off the bounty of the land. But his sense of duty kept him forging south. Roskin was counting on him to ask the Tredjards for assistance, and he at least had to try, even if his life were forfeit. The Kiredurk was the reason he had escaped the cage, and being executed by his kin was better than dying a leisure slave. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Captain of Emperor Vassa’s Western Regiment sat on his horse and scanned the valley, taking in the layout of the mountains. So far, the army had captured over half the farms with little resistance, and he estimated the rest would fall within the month. The Ghaldeons didn’t have as much as a militia for protection, so the only trouble was in subduing them with little loss of life. They needed the rock-brains alive to harvest crops and feed the army, so they were taking their time, laying siege to each farm. A few had resisted and been made examples of, but as word had spread, most surrendered without bloodshed. 
 
    The mountains to the west were steep and foreboding, which is why those lands still lay unconquered. To the east, the slopes were not as difficult and could be traversed if necessary. Mount Gagneesh in the north, the second goal of this campaign, was small compared to the surrounding peaks, but the sole road to the dwarven gate was narrow and would make an assault tedious. Mount Khendar to the south was controlled by his forces, so if for some reason they needed to withdraw, they could easily regroup on its slopes and hold their ground as long as necessary. He didn’t anticipate a retreat, but it was best to have contingencies. 
 
    “Captain Polmere,” an aide called, interrupting his thoughts. “Your scout has news of the trackers.” 
 
    “Send him to me.” 
 
    Moments later, the scout appeared, his countenance worn and haggard. He explained that he had found the bodies of both trackers in the woods and that the party of dwarves had likely reached the valley ahead of the army. While he hadn’t followed their tracks all the way, he believed they had made their way up Mount Gagneesh to the gate. 
 
    “Those pathetic trackers,” Captain Polmere fumed. “So the Kiredurks are aware of our presence?” 
 
    “That would be my assumption, yes sir.” 
 
    The captain dismissed his scout and surveyed the valley again, especially to the west. Rock-brains were tunnelers and could have passageways all through those mountains. If they were prepared, they could easily send regiments out to attack the army’s west flank while they were climbing the mountain. He needed to warn General Mongaham, who had recently arrived in the valley and was pleased with the captain’s progress. He spurred his horse and rode hard for the general’s camp. 
 
    The general greeted him warmly and offered him food and drink, but Captain Polmere declined. Above all, he was highly disciplined, and since he had already eaten lunch, there was no need for gluttony. He also never touched alcohol, having witnessed what it had done to General Crushaw during his time in Murkdolm. When Crushaw had first arrived, he had been Polmere’s vision of the perfect warrior. As drink took hold, the old man’s dignity and judgment had rapidly declined until he was living on the floor of a rock-brain’s tavern. The captain, whose ambition was to surpass the once stellar legend of Crushaw, wanted no such fate. 
 
    “What’s bothering you, Captain?” General Mongaham asked, tearing a piece of meat from a bone. 
 
    The captain explained what he had learned of the dwarven party sneaking by the army and reaching the Kiredurk gate. He described his concerns for the western flank if the rock-brains emerged from some unknown tunnel and attacked by surprise. Then, he suggested dispatching patrols to watch for ambush. As he spoke, the general gobbled down his steaming meat, nodding here and there to indicate he was listening, but Captain Polmere could see from the general’s posture that he gave little credence to the fears. 
 
    “I never pegged you for the cautious type,” the general said, dabbing his gray beard with a napkin. 
 
    “No sir, but I don’t think our flank should be exposed.” 
 
    “First, these are Kiredurks. Even if they sent their entire army, we would paint the valley with their blood. They are poets, not warriors.” 
 
    The captain agreed. 
 
    “Second, I’ve studied much about these lands. The Kiredurks and Ghaldeons never connected their lands underground. No such tunnels exist, so relax. You’ve done good work, my boy.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “We’ll stick to our plan of holding this valley through the winter and attacking the gate once the snow melts in spring. So what if they know we’re coming? We’ll still overwhelm them with our superior weapons and skills.” 
 
    “You are right,” Captain Polmere returned, hanging his head. “I was foolish to worry.” 
 
    “Nonsense! You simply overestimate our foe. Once we turn east against the ogres, your strategic mind will prove itself, but for now, trust me. We have nothing to fear against these painters and sculptors. Return to your post and secure those farms. We have an army to feed.” 
 
    The captain rode back to his previous position. The camp was a blur of activity as platoons moved about, heading to the next farms, going for chow, and rotating patrols. His confidence was renewed by the efficiency of the regiment even more than the general’s words. These soldiers were highly trained and rigorously disciplined. He felt ridiculous for his moment of near-panic, fearing it might lower his standing in the general’s eyes. From his mount, he scanned the valley again, now imagining what would happen if the weaklings did emerge from some hidden hole. His men would slice them apart before they could escape, and for a moment, he pitied the Kiredurks. The general was correct; it didn’t matter if they knew the attack was coming. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You insolent mule!” Master Sondious shouted, slamming his fist on the stone table. His aide jumped from the sudden motion. “I gave you very specific orders!” 
 
    Captain Roighwheil lowered his head to hide his anger, and a palpable tension filled the room. The guards at the far end of the chamber stiffened, and the two advisors on either side of the newly crowned king stared at the polished surface of the table and held still, not even fidgeting with their papers. 
 
    “Did I or did I not tell you to escort him to the gate?” 
 
    The captain nodded slightly. 
 
    “Answer me!” 
 
    “Yes, my king,” Captain Roighwheil responded, hardly a whisper through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Then why are you back already?” 
 
    “Like I explained, there’s an army gathering in the Snivegohn Valley. I came to warn you.” 
 
    “Did you see this army for yourself?” 
 
    The captain shook his head. 
 
    “So you just took the word of his friends and turned him loose in my kingdom?” Sondious asked. 
 
    “With all due respect, I’ve known Roskin since he was born. Lying has never been one of his faults.” 
 
    “Listen to me carefully, Captain,” Sondious said, leaning forward. “Because you saved my life, I’ll spare yours. This time. But if you ever disobey my orders again, I’ll have your head. And if I hear even a rumor that Roskin is still in this kingdom, you will be held personally responsible. Am I making myself clear enough this time?” 
 
    “Yes, my king. What about the threat at the southern gate?” 
 
    “I’ll send word to the guards to keep watch.” 
 
    “I think we…” 
 
    “Your job is not to think, Captain. Your job is to follow orders. Remove yourself from my sight and send in this supposed prisoner.” 
 
    The advisors both shifted in their seats, avoiding eye contact with the captain, who wheeled around and strode for the door. The guards saluted him as customary and one gave a slight nod, but he ignored them, for his anger had grown so intense, he could barely contain himself. He flung open the door and snarled for Jase to enter but didn’t wait for the outcast to respond. Instead, he stormed down the corridor and out the Halls of Gronwheil, heading straight for his barracks. 
 
    A handful of townspeople called out to him, but his expression and abnormal lack of friendliness aroused hushed whispers as he passed. When he reached the barracks, he nearly broke the door off its hinges tossing it open and stopped in the doorway, looking for something to smash. Several of his soldiers stared, their mouths agape, for few had ever seen him anything but even-keeled. He spotted a wooden chest across the room and stomped to it. Hoisting it from the ground, he hurled it against the nearest wall. The chest, bound by bands of iron, didn’t explode but crashed to the ground, so he hefted it and threw it again. This time, the wood split from the bands, sending shards of wood and bits of iron in all directions. 
 
    “What’s wrong, sir?” one soldier asked, moving towards him. 
 
    Captain Roighwheil, his rage not sated, ignored him and grabbed an axe from the closest rack. He smashed it against the wall, spraying chips of rock around the room and causing the others to back to the far end of the barracks. He slammed the weapon against the wall over and over, until his arms finally grew too weary to swing again. When he dropped the axe, the blade was mangled beyond repair and the stone was pocked with dozens of deep scars. The captain stood frozen, gulping for air and trembling with rage. 
 
    “What’s the meaning of this,” a voice called from the doorway. 
 
    The captain turned to see the General of Dorkhun who, aside from the king, was the only military leader with authority over his position as captain of the King’s Guard. The reality of his outburst washed through him, and Captain Roighwheil lowered his head in shame. 
 
    “Speak to me, Captain,” the general said, firmly but without malice. Then he added more softly, “We are friends, are we not?” 
 
    “Forgive me, sir.” 
 
    “Give us privacy,” the general said to the other dwarves. They saluted and left the room silently. Once they were gone, the general spoke again, “Talk to me, Captain.” 
 
    “Master Sondious, I mean, King Sondious…” his voice trailed off. Speaking the words could be considered treason. 
 
    “We are alone, my friend, and likely in agreement. I serve this kingdom, not a dwarf, especially not a dwarf who seems to have lost his judgment.” 
 
    Captain Roighwheil explained about the army gathering in the valley and Roskin’s plan to ask the Ghaldeons and Tredjards for assistance. Then, quivering from frustration, he spoke of the new king’s dismissal of the threat. In a mocking tone, he repeated Sondious’s words that he would warn the guards at the gate. The general listened patiently, nodding in understanding. The captain told how Leinjar had described the gate, broken and twisted, the tunnel in ruins. When he finished, the general stood quiet for several heartbeats, clearly deep in thought. The captain waited, still shaking with anger. 
 
    “I have an idea, but it’s dangerous for you,” the general said. 
 
    “My life belongs to King Kraganere and this kingdom. I’ll do whatever you ask.” 
 
    The general asked the captain to check the door and make sure no one was listening. Captain Roighwheil peered through the eyehole, scanning the hallway for lingering soldiers, but the tunnel was clear. He fastened the latch, and when he turned, the general had moved to the far corner of the room and was sitting on a cot. Leinjar crossed the barracks and sat beside him, leaning in close at the general’s request. 
 
    “Gather a hundred or so trusted soldiers,” the general said, barely above a whisper. “Take only those you truly trust and head for the gate as soon as you can. Tonight if possible, in the morning at the latest.” 
 
    The captain nodded his assent. 
 
    “You will be a renegade. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “I will volunteer to track you down and lead as large a force as I can to the gate under the guise of bringing you to justice. If there is an army in the valley, at least we will have troops to fend them off until reinforcements can be summoned.” 
 
    “I’m certain they are there.” 
 
    “Just know, if they aren’t, you’ll have to leave the kingdom. I’ll protect you as much as I can, but we both know what’s happened to Sondious’s mind.” 
 
    Captain Roighwheil bowed his head and stared at the stone floor. The thought of living above ground as a renegade was awful, but there was no doubt that what Leinjar had told him was true. He agreed to the plan, and he and the general shook hands. 
 
    “Be as quiet and discreet as you can gathering your troops. I’ll keep the king busy with nonsense about ogres for the next several hours to give cover.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet. A lot can go wrong between now and when you reach the gate. Find your soldiers and get out of Dorkhun quickly.” 
 
    At that, the general rose from the cot and left the barracks. Captain Roighwheil sat for a moment, thinking of which soldiers he should approach. He wanted to take his son, but his unit was still near the eastern gate, overseeing repairs and keeping watch for a return of the ogres. His personal guards were trustworthy and would follow him, so that gave him twenty-five. Finding the others by evening might be more difficult, but he would think it through carefully before approaching anyone. In all his years of serving King Kraganere, he never once thought he would become a traitor. Even when Roskin had asked him to travel with Sondious, he had done so to serve the king. Now, he was willfully disobeying orders, and though his actions would be to benefit the kingdom, he was risking not only his life but the name of his family as well. The notion of sullying the memory of his ancestors weighed heavily, but this was the time for courage, not timidity. Taking a deep breath and exhaling sharply, he went to find his personal guards. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    King Sondious observed the prisoner limp into the room and studied the young dwarf’s face, which was a myriad of fearful expressions. He fidgeted and avoided eye contact, slouching and staring around the room. King Sondious remained silent, scrutinizing the renegade for any signs of malice. His first impression was of a simple peasant with no manners or sense of propriety. Around the table, his advisors sat quietly, waiting. 
 
    “How did you injure your leg?” King Sondious asked, his voice stern and aggressive. 
 
    “I was tortured with hot steel,” the peasant replied. 
 
    “By whom?” the king continued, his voice softening. 
 
    “A pack of thieves and bandits, the same dwarves who brought me here.” 
 
    “Friends of Roskin?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Master Sondious bristled at the informal lack of courtesy, but the peasant’s word choice solidified his assessment that this dwarf was a simpleton. 
 
    “Tell me your name.” 
 
    “I’m Jase.” 
 
    “Tell me, Jase, why did these ruffians torture you?” 
 
    “They were causing trouble in my town, and I stood up to them. See, Roskin started a fight, and I warned the authorities. I guess they wanted to punish me.” 
 
    King Sondious ordered his aide to wheel him from behind the polished table and out to the center of the room beside Jase. Perhaps he was too quick to judge. Roskin’s temper had created more than one such episode and was, in fact, the reason why King Sondious was confined to this chair in constant pain. The dwarf fidgeted more as he approached, and the advisors leaned forward to listen. 
 
    “We have something in common,” the king said. “I, too, was tortured because of mischief created by Roskin. Tell me, is there any truth to this story about the Great Empire preparing to attack our southern gate?” 
 
    “I didn’t see no army.” 
 
    “And do you believe Roskin has left this kingdom?” 
 
    “He said something about gathering an army.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” the king snarled. He turned to his advisors and growled, “Do you see? Roskin is not to be trusted. Make a note to warn the general to prepare for an uprising.” 
 
    “Yes, my king,” one advisor replied, scribbling on his parchment. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” the king asked Jase. 
 
    “I’m starving. They fed me scraps while they feasted on fresh meat.” 
 
    The king called for an assistant to bring fresh stew and ale. Peasant or no, this dwarf had given better information than the captain of his guard, and King Sondious rewarded those who served him well. He would take care of this poor boy and possibly allow him to remain in the court. Loyalty and fidelity held more value in his esteem than bravery and brawn, and this dwarf struck him as one who would remain faithful no matter the circumstances. And there was wisdom in having a fresh perspective around. Jase wasn’t someone groomed in Kraganere’s system, but a dwarf who had lived a hard life among the outcasts. Yes, the king thought, this dwarf could prove quite useful. 
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    Chapter 3 
 
    The Life That Should Have Been 
 
      
 
    In the faint light of dawn, Crushaw squatted and drew a crude map in the dirt near the gate to Kwarck’s farm, outlining the western mountains, the Mother of Ice, and the plains. Then, he marked where he wanted the ogres to set their defenses, several miles south of their border within the lands of Rugraknere. From traveling those lands with Roskin, he remembered an expansive field north of the last town they had stopped in that would serve perfectly. Across from him, Vishghu and Kwarck quietly watched, each staring intently at his scheme. 
 
    “The Great Empire is here already,” he said, indicating the majority of Rugraknere. “So they’ll want to march north, clip the ogres’ western flank, and then turn against the Kiredurks. You must convince enough matriarchs to hold them here.” He dug the stick deeper into the dirt. 
 
    “I know that area well,” Vishghu returned. “I’ll convince my mother, and she holds sway with many others.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll approach from here,” he said, drawing an arrow from the east. “General Strauteefe is in command. He’ll want to wait for the spring thaw before advancing, but if you press forward in winter, he’ll be forced to meet you. I’ll arrive on the Winter Solstice.” 
 
    “Does that give us time to train the army?” Kwarck asked, uncertainty tingeing his voice. 
 
    “No, but it gives us the advantage of bad weather.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kwarck said. “Extra time would be a better benefit.” 
 
    “I agree with that,” Vishghu said. “My people could use the time to build better fortifications.” 
 
    Crushaw dropped his stick and rose to full height. Despite his age, his presence became commanding and imposing. Clenching his jaw, he stared at them for several heartbeats, and their expressions changed from questioning to submissive. He exhaled sharply and pointed his right index finger first at Kwarck and then at Vishghu: 
 
    “Do you know why I’ve never lost a pitched battle?” 
 
    “I don’t doubt your judgment,” Kwarck said, lowering his eyes. 
 
    “You’ve charged me with leading this army,” Crushaw snarled. “So do me the courtesy of answering me.” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
    “Because I always choose the time and place,” he said, his voice a low growl. Shifting his attention to Vishghu, he continued, “Control those and you dictate the kind of battle fought. Strauteefe is cautious. He’s planning a siege up a mountain in the spring and summer. Do either of you know what that means?” 
 
    Both shook their heads. Behind them at the gate, Vishghu’s buffalo stamped its front hoof, the sound startling in the quiet of morning. 
 
    “He won’t have many long bows. Mostly crossbows for close range. And catapults and trebuchets. And infantry, heavily armored.” 
 
    Vishghu nodded, a look of comprehension coming over her. 
 
    “One thing the elves already know how to do is fire long bows accurately. That’s about our only advantage, and in heavy snow, I like long bows against armored infantry. I like knowing that catapults and trebuchets will be hard to maneuver. And I really like hitting my enemy before they want me to.” 
 
    “You’re right, Crushaw,” Kwarck said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “If you want me to lead, we do things my way.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “I like it,” Vishghu added. “And I’ll make sure we’re in place a few days before the solstice to draw them out.” 
 
    Crushaw relaxed and breathed deeply. Of all the warriors he had trained, she was one of his favorites because she saw the larger canvas, much like he always had. Just over a year before, she had confronted him at this same gate, prepared to die to fulfill her duty of keeping him on the farm, and now, she was one of the few he trusted to execute a duty as imperative as this. Reconciling the forty years of violence against her people with the respect he had for her wasn’t easy, and part of him was ashamed of the hate he had carried against her kind. He knew there was no making amends for the ogres he had killed and tortured, but he hoped that helping them expel the Great Empire would ease his shame slightly. 
 
    “Get moving,” he said, extending his hand. 
 
    She bypassed the handshake and hugged him, wrapping her massive arms around his shoulders. He returned the gesture as well as he could, his hands barely reaching her back, and pressed the side of his face against her chest. 
 
    “I’ll see you both after the battle,” she said, stepping back. 
 
    “Take care of yourself,” Kwarck said. “On your trip and on the battlefield.” 
 
    “Remember your footwork,” Crushaw added. 
 
    She nodded, reaching for the tether that bound her buffalo to the gate. As she mounted, Crushaw opened the gate and waited for her to ride through. She waved goodbye, and he closed the gate, watching her until she was out of sight. In his life, he had led and trained many soldiers, but that had always been business, devoid of emotion. Before Molgheon, other than a few elves on the plantation, no one had shown him much compassion, and as a result, he had always believed mercy the lowest of weaknesses. Then, Roskin had saved his life twice, and Kwarck nurtured him back to health. Now, he saw clearly Vishghu and Roskin were the closest things to children he would ever know, and he had watched both leave, uncertain if he would ever see them again. The feeling weighed on him foreign and heavy. Old age was making him sentimental, and he wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. When he turned around after gathering himself, he was surprised to see Kwarck still standing there. 
 
    “Do we need to clear the air?” the wizard asked. 
 
    “We are friends. Nothing will change that, but if you want me in charge, never again question my leadership in front of someone. If you have concerns, talk to me privately. If these elves are going to follow me to the end, my authority must be absolute.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Kwarck said, patting him on the shoulder. “You know far more about war than I do. It was foolish to question you.” 
 
    “Do you want to make it up to me?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Do that thing you elves do and send a message to this army.” 
 
    “What message?” 
 
    “I need all of the ones who fought at Hard Hope to divide into a separate group, and from the others I need the best twenty-five leaders to present themselves to me. Can you make that happen before they arrive?” 
 
    “Easy enough,” Kwarck said, smiling. “Are you ready for some breakfast?” 
 
    Crushaw rubbed his growling stomach, and they headed for the house. Inside, the others were still sound asleep, weary from their hard journey, so the two ate alone, chatting about the day’s chores and the pending harvest. The weather had been nearly perfect all summer, and the crop, especially the corn, looked bountiful if they could get it reaped in time. Kwarck’s nomads would arrive soon to assist, but before they were due much work needed completing. 
 
    “I do have one concern,” Crushaw said, before taking the last bite of his eggs. 
 
    “Only one?” Kwarck grinned. 
 
    “Only one that matters. I can see from your silos and smokehouses and this harvest, that we’ll have plenty to feed the elves, but we’ll need quite a few of them to serve as cooks. That will weaken our force, and we need every sword and bow we can muster.” 
 
    “My friend, you’re not the only one who plans ahead.” 
 
    “How so?” Crushaw asked, arching an eyebrow. 
 
    “The humans who help with the harvest have done so on two conditions. First, each year, they receive enough food to get them through the winter, but second, and more importantly for us, one day they would owe me a favor. Now, that favor comes due. They will serve as our cooks for as long as needed.” 
 
    “You are quite the schemer. You would’ve made a great general.” 
 
    Kwarck laughed and shook his head. Crushaw gathered their empty plates and washed them. Then, he excused himself and went to his room. From his closet, he removed the uniform the dwarven tailor and blacksmith had fashioned for him on the way to Koshlonsen. The ash gray of the pants and gambeson were stained brown with blood, save where the mail cuisse and vambrace had covered them. He ran his fingers over the Great Empire’s insignia, remembering a time when that symbol meant more to him than his own life. Now, he hated Emperor Vassa and her insatiable greed. She and her kind were why he and so many others had suffered slavery, and he would make her army pay for that torment. 
 
    He grabbed one of his daggers from the closet and painstakingly cut each stitch that bound the insignia to the gambeson. When finished, he wadded up the embroidery and used it to polish his dark tan boots, mail cuisse, and vambrace. On the left arm guard, he ran his fingers over the indentions from the sand lion’s bite, marveling at the dwarven craftsmanship that had saved his arm. He laid each piece of the uniform on his bed and looked at it, unsure if the blood stains would inspire confidence or diminish the desired effect. He had to make an immediate and lasting impression on the elves, and it would start with the sight of him. 
 
    The second part of earning their respect would be more difficult, but he would have to prove to those who hadn’t fought with him at Hard Hope that he was still tough enough to lead them into battle. Each day, he felt his age. The ankle he had broken on the Slithsythe ached often, and his joints mostly ground bone on bone from a lifetime of hard labor and warfare. His muscles still held a fair level of strength, but his reactions had slowed over the last several months. More than once, Kwarck had almost caught him off guard in the fields, and he doubted whether he was up to this final challenge. 
 
    But if the plan had any chance of success, the elves would have to believe he was still Evil Blade, the bane of ogres, whether or not he actually was. He would have to get their attention swiftly for them to obey the rigorous training he would force upon them in the brief span of three to four months before they would leave for Rugraknere. The slightest doubt would create dissention, and they would not endure the daily pain he planned to inflict. 
 
    Grabbing his sword, he strode outside in the growing daylight and went through his old routine of practice slashes, parries, and rakes. From the summer’s labor, his physical stamina impressed him, and he completed the routine hardly breaking a sweat. While his legs didn’t have the bounce of youth and his arms had slowed, he hadn’t felt this agile in years, and that gave him an idea for how to win over the elves. It would be risky, but that was a chance he would have to take. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two days later, Crushaw stood on a small rise beyond the farm, facing south and waiting for the elves. He wore his full uniform, blood stains and all, and held his sword in his left hand. The tip of the blade rested on the ground so as not to weaken his arm. The wind blew from the west, whipping his gray hair across his face and shoulders. He stood motionless, staring into the distance and focusing on his plan. His scar-flecked face remained stationary, a mask of unquarried stone, and any sane person seeing him for the first time would’ve believed even the most outlandish rumor about his ruthlessness. 
 
    When the elves came into sight, a twinge of nervousness overcame him, but he pushed it aside and held his stoic gaze. They could see no hint of uncertainty or weakness in him. They marched across the open plains, ten thousand strong, in perfect unison, and their precision lifted his spirits. If they could march so fluidly already, they could learn all he had to teach. As long as his plan to gain their submission worked, they had a chance to become the army he needed to face the Great Empire. 
 
    They stopped a few yards from him, and the silence of their footsteps ending punctuated their arrival. Crushaw recognized many faces in the first two rows from the Battle for Hard Hope, and he called for them to come forward. Both lines moved ahead and followed his gesture to stand behind him. Then, he summoned the twenty-five leaders from the others, and half of the third row stepped forward. Raising his right hand, he halted them a few feet from his position. 
 
    “You have been chosen as the best of your kin, but before you can join me,” his voice boomed. “Send me your three best swordsmen.” 
 
    The twenty-five looked at each other, and then, three from their ranks moved forward one step. Each was at least half his age, their bodies long and lean with muscles like tight ropes. 
 
    “You will fight me one at a time,” he bellowed so all could hear him. “And if any of you can disarm me, I am not worthy to lead. But once I’ve defeated each, my word is law for as long as the elves remain in my army.” 
 
    Behind him, the elves who had served with him remained silent, but a murmur ran through the mass in front of him. 
 
    “Do you all swear an oath to abide by this?” 
 
    “Yes,” the elves responded in harmony, the sound thunderous on the plains. 
 
    “Then, decide who faces me first.” 
 
    The other twenty-two rejoined the rest, and the three swordsmen moved back a few feet, whispering amongst themselves. Finally, the tallest and strongest one, a male roughly Roskin’s age drew his sword and approached. He was a Koorleine elf, with long blond hair and clear blue eyes. In one swift movement, Crushaw readied himself in middle guard, placing his feet and bending his knees for balance. His pulse and breathing slowed in anticipation. The elf also chose middle guard, his eyes studying Crushaw’s posture as he neared the old man. Crushaw held still, waiting for the elf to strike first. 
 
    With a flash of steel, the elf drove at him with a forward thrust. Crushaw slipped to the side, not moving his own blade. Agitated, the elf thrust again, faster and more powerfully this time, but again, the old man simply stepped away from the charge. Enraged, the elf slashed horizontally. This time, Crushaw stepped into the blow, blocked it with his sword, and with one twisting parry sent the young elf’s blade flying. 
 
    “Back in line,” Crushaw said, only audible to the disarmed elf. 
 
    The second soldier came forward, a female Loorish elf whose face seemed strangely familiar. Without hesitation, she attacked, swinging from high guard. He easily blocked that strike, but she spun around faster than seemed possible and slashed at his right leg. Instinctively, he used the mail cuisse on that leg to block the blow, but before he could counter, she spun the opposite direction and thrust at his left ribs. He moved just in time to avoid a fatal blow, but the blade sliced open his gambeson and raked his mail hauberk. Using his left arm, he trapped her sword against his body and placed his blade at her throat. 
 
    “Well played,” he hissed. “But back in line.” 
 
    His right thigh throbbed from blocking the second blow, and blood tickled his left arm from a gash opened when he pinned the sword, but the third swordsman stepped up, ready in high guard. He ignored the pain and stood in middle guard. The third elf, another Loorish, was the oldest and slowly circled him. This one had watched the first fail to overpower him and the second attempt to out-quick him, so Crushaw deduced this duel would be about endurance. The elf came with a downward strike, and the old man blocked it, but the elf withdrew his blade and retreated before he could parry. 
 
    The elf switched to low guard and reversed direction, circling back. Crushaw moved with him, minding his feet on the uneven ground. Suddenly, the elf brought his blade up, aiming for the taller man’s groin, and Crushaw stepped aside just in time. As the elf retreated again, the general glared at him for the attempt. The elf grinned, changing now to middle guard, and rushed forward with a torrent of slashes. Crushaw blocked each one, but the elf was too quick for any of his parries. Through each spar, the pain in his right leg grew, and the gash on his arm now screamed. For a moment, he feared this elf’s tactics might succeed. 
 
    Then, the elf came a fourth time, again from middle guard, but this time driving straight. The old man blocked the thrust with his sword, but released the grip of his left hand and struck the elf in the right forearm. As soon as his fist found the pressure point, the elf’s arm went dead, and Crushaw easily flipped the sword from his opponent’s left hand with one twist of his blade. Then, Crushaw dropped his own sword and grabbed the elf around the throat with both hands, lifting him from the ground. With all his strength, he flung the elf towards the main crowd and then stood, staring down at nearly ten thousand elves. He composed his face into the same stoic gaze as when they had approached and remained motionless, as if daring another to approach. 
 
    The third swordsman scrambled to his feet, retrieved his sword, and moved back in line. Then, he made eye contact with the old man and nodded slightly. Crushaw held as still as he could, waiting. Then, once again, in unison, the elves kneeled before him and bowed their heads. Finally, Crushaw relaxed his posture and motioned for them to rise. 
 
    “If you want your lands back from the Great Empire,” his voiced boomed. “Follow my every order from this moment.” 
 
    “Yes, General,” they responded. 
 
    “First, the twenty-five leaders will join me here. The rest of you divide into groups of nearly one hundred and find places to camp. Go now.” As the main group disbanded, he turned to those who had fought with him at Hard Hope. “Each of you will serve as a captain. Pick a group and get them organized. Divide them into swordsmen and archers based on ability. There’s no time to delay. Move out.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” they responded, breaking off to find their groups. 
 
    Crushaw then turned back to the twenty-five leaders, who had formed a half-circle around him. 
 
    “General, your arm is bleeding badly,” the third swordsman said. 
 
    “Is it near my heart?” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Is the wound near my heart?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Then, it won’t kill me,” he said, scooping up a handful of dirt, which he smeared over the gash. “I care nothing for scratches and bruises. There is something you elves must accept, but it won’t be easy to hear. 
 
    “Your kind is strong and agile of body. You have keen minds. I knew many of you as a slave, and I fought with many to escape the orcs, so I have firsthand knowledge of your abilities. Do you know why both of your races fell to the Great Empire?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “You are weak of heart.” 
 
    The elves bristled at the words. 
 
    “For forty years I fought the ogres and slaughtered them mercilessly, but I barely moved them back more than a hundred miles because they refuse to quit. For over fifty years, the Great Empire has pushed against the dwarves and has only a tenuous hold on half a kingdom because the dwarves are as tough as the stone they tunnel into. Both of your races were pushed into a forest where you’ve had to hide for all your lives. Those are the facts and the reality we face.” 
 
    Their faces contorted with anger and venom, and while he kept his expression stoic, inside, he beamed with excitement. 
 
    “The good news is this,” he continued. “For the next three months, I will purge that weakness from your hearts, and you will become the toughest fighting force in this world. My first order is go to each captain at each camp and tell them to run their squads five miles out and then back. I don’t care how far you’ve already marched today, and I don’t care how many puke or bleed. All of you must be back in camp in three hours to begin weapons training. You have your orders. Go now.” 
 
    The elves bowed and disbanded, spreading out to deliver his orders. Crushaw remained on the rise until they could no longer see him, blood trickling down his arm and dripping from his fingers despite the dirt. Satisfied they were far enough away, he turned and limped on his sore right leg back to Kwarck’s house, hoping the wizard could ease his wounds quickly enough to have him ready for weapons training. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    And the Life That Is 
 
      
 
    Molgheon entered Bressard’s house and found him in his sitting chair, dirty, disheveled, and weak. He had apparently spent a couple of days there, unable to move, so she dropped her gear and rushed to his side. As she stroked his hair, he slowly opened his eyes, a flicker of recognition when he saw her. She ran to the kitchen, retrieved a dipper of water, and returned to him. Gently, she held the tin to his lips and allowed him to sip the cool liquid. He took several minutes to finish the serving. Once he had drunk, he whispered a barely coherent thanks. 
 
    Molgheon pulled a chair beside him and held his hand. His skin was like fine parchment, and no strength remained in his grip. He closed his eyes again and fell back to sleep, so she rose from her seat and organized her gear, hanging the bow and quiver in the closet and arranging everything else on the dining table. Then, she prepared herself lunch and ate alone in the kitchen. When finished, she returned to his side and monitored his breathing, which was slow and labored with a slight rattle. She had watched this same scenario enough times to know that she had barely made it back in time. 
 
    Bressard awoke again an hour later and whispered for more water. She retrieved another dipperful, and again he took several minutes to finish it. This time, however, instead of slipping back to sleep, he perked up slightly, his eyes dampening as he studied her face. She stroked his cheek with one hand and held his with the other. 
 
    “You returned,” he managed, his voice low and raspy. 
 
    “I promised I would,” she said, leaning in and kissing his forehead. 
 
    “Happy.” 
 
    “Save your strength,” she said, her own eyes moistening. 
 
    “Bury me near the ironwood,” he said, each word a struggle. 
 
    “The tree south of the barn?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded slightly. 
 
    “Please, rest,” she said. “I’ll take care of you.” 
 
    He closed his eyes again and rested his head against her hand on his cheek. Molgheon waited for him to fall asleep and then found a pillow for his head and a blanket to cover his arms and legs. When satisfied he was comfortable, she stretched out on the old sofa and finally rested her legs from the long walk. She had hoped to have more time with him, to learn more about the mountainside and house, but that wasn’t meant to be, so she turned on the sofa to make sure she could watch him and waited for the inevitable. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A week later, she buried him near the massive tree. In that week, he had hardly awakened, and even in those brief minutes of consciousness, he showed no glimmer that he was aware of much. Once the dirt was smoothed out on his grave, she gathered good-sized rocks from around the yard and covered it to prevent any animals from disturbing him. She had buried many friends and even her husband, but for some reason, this one hurt more than any other. While she had wanted the isolation of living alone, she had hoped for a transition, some time for just her and him to live together. Perhaps, she had wanted to care for him to repay for all he had done for so many others over the years. Perhaps, she wasn’t quite as ready to be alone as she thought. Perhaps, she was simply tired of death. Her thoughts and feelings were too jumbled to be certain which, but she did know that her sadness drove to her core, and she wanted to scream from the pain. 
 
    She sat on the porch and stared out at the mountains. Summer was fading, the light and wind shifting to fall, and much preparation remained before winter. Meats and nuts needed storing, and the house required several small repairs before the heavy snows of winter, but at that moment, she couldn’t raise herself from the porch to start any of it. Her friends faced overwhelming odds against the army she had sworn an oath to fight, and the only reason she had left them was to care for Bressard during his final days. Now, he had passed on, and she felt as if she had let all of them down. 
 
    This wasn’t how she had envisioned her new life starting. She had dreamed of harmony and tranquility, not pain and remorse, yet here she sat, feeling the weight of guilt for barely making it back and for abandoning others who had needed her, too. In the forest behind the house, twigs cracked, but she didn’t move, supposing it a deer foraging through the brush. She had no interest in hunting at that moment; there would be plenty of time for that after she had allowed herself to sort through all of the emotions racing through her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Torkdohn watched Molgheon rise from the porch and enter the house. When the twigs had cracked, he had been certain he had blown his element of surprise, but when she hadn’t even glanced in his direction, he relaxed and refocused on his plan. He would sneak into the barn, retrieve his net from his wagon, and wait for the perfect moment to catch her off guard. Walking slowly through the brush, he remained out of sight and circled around the barn to the stall that opened away from the house. 
 
    Bressard’s death was a pleasant surprise, for it removed any possibility of the old dwarf warning her, and apparently her grief had dulled her senses. Torkdohn had learned enough about this archer to know that she was not to be underestimated again, and joy filled him that she wasn’t fully focused. She had proven that she could best him in a fight, and he had no intention of giving her the opportunity to defend herself. This time, he would trammel her in his net and bind her arms and legs before she could react. 
 
    When he reached the far stall door, he worked the gray wooden handle, which was stuck from years of disuse, and pried open the door just enough to fit through. Inside, the barn was piled with rubbish and ruin from years of neglect, and large sections of the roof had collapsed inward, creating a maze of debris. Under his breath, he cursed the dead hermit. His wagon sat on the opposite side, so he climbed onto a stack of rotting crates and crawled forward. With each movement, a cloud of dust swirled around him, catching in his throat and burning his eyes. 
 
    Once he cleared the crates, he lowered himself onto a pile of damp rugs that squished under his weight. Then, he froze in place, for on the wall just inches from his face sat the largest spider he had ever seen, its body as big as his fist and its long, hairy legs stretching out twice as long as his fingers. Camouflaged perfectly against the gray wood, it sat motionless, waiting for the next rodent to pass by. Torkdohn backed away slowly, fearing any sudden movements that might trigger aggression. 
 
    Once he had reached a safe distance from the spider, he resumed towards his wagon, glancing back occasionally to ensure it was still on the wall. Climbing over the fallen timbers and squeezing through the narrow gaps was exhausting work, and by the time he reached the wagon, he was soaked with sweat and breathing heavily, so he climbed onto the seat and rested. The dwarves had ransacked his gear, strewing items all over the bed, and as he caught his breath, he scanned the mess for any useful pieces. 
 
    Fortunately for him, they had left his crossbow and the two remaining bolts, so he set them in the seat beside him and resumed scanning. His net lay buried under a mess of cooking gear, and he climbed into the bed and quietly moved the metal pots and pans off of it. Then, he spread it out over the bed and folded it back into throwing position. Once it was ready, he placed it over the crossbow on the seat. He gathered a pair of bolt cutters and two small paring knives and tucked them into his belt. Finally, he found two sets of shackles and stuffed them into his back pockets. 
 
    He strapped the crossbow to his back, looped the quiver over his belt, and climbed down from the wagon near the main stall. He grabbed his net and clutched it with both hands, envisioning tossing it over her as he had caught so many before. He would have one chance, and his throw had to be perfect. He peered through a bent board in the wall and watched the house, searching for her through the windows. After several minutes, she emerged from the front door with an armful of dirty sheets and blankets. She crossed the yard and hung each over low-hanging branches in the trees in front of the porch. Then, she went back inside and emerged mere heartbeats later with an old broom. 
 
    With her back to the barn, she began beating dust from a blanket, and with each strike, a swirl of particles caught the breeze and dissipated into the air. Torkdohn pushed open the main stall and slipped into the yard. For a moment, he considered going straight for her, but there were too many steps to cover to reach her. If she turned too soon, he would miss his chance, so he crept around the barn and ran as fast as he could for the back door. Once inside the house, he purposefully left the door ajar and hid in an alcove along the wall. Then, he waited. 
 
    The sound of the broom whacking the blankets and sheets was barely audible, but he focused on it intently, tensing up with each extended pause. After nearly an hour, she finally finished, and he heard her footsteps on the front porch. Then, the front door opened and closed, and she returned the broom to the front closet. Her footsteps started towards the kitchen but paused for a heartbeat and turned down the hallway towards him. His pulse and breathing accelerated as she neared, and he was certain she could hear both, but as she passed the alcove without noticing him, he steadied his feet and tossed the net. 
 
    She turned at the commotion but was too late, for the net spread out perfectly, its weighted corners blocking the entire hallway. As the net collapsed on her, pinning her arms against her body, Torkdohn raced from the closet and tackled her. She struggled against his weight, and as she did, he punched her in the head. He struck her over and over, rage overtaking him. After several vicious blows, she went limp. For a moment, fear washed through him that he had killed her, but after finding her pulse, he removed the first set of shackles from his pocket and bound her feet. Then, after pushing up the net, he bound her wrists with the second set. 
 
    Once satisfied she was subdued, he dragged her to the living room and scanned the room for the best place to secure her. The wooden chairs around the dining table were too flimsy, so he grabbed hold of Bressard’s sitting chair and dragged it to the center of the room. He hoisted her onto it and then searched the closet for extra rope. After emptying out several bags and boxes, he found enough rope to tie her to the chair securely. First, he tied each of her feet to the wooden legs in front. Next, he looped a rope around each of her elbows and bound them to the rear legs. Finally, he pried open her mouth and, using the rope as a bridle, tethered her head to the top of the chair. 
 
    When finished securing her, he set his crossbow on the sofa and went to the kitchen for water. As he drank, the adrenaline faded, and a wave of nervous energy coursed through him, which made him laugh audibly. He coughed as water went down the wrong way but couldn’t stop laughing, so he set down the dipper and went back to the living room. Molgheon moaned and stirred but didn’t open her eyes, and seeing her like that made him laugh even harder. 
 
    After a couple of minutes of nervous laughter, he composed himself and sat on the sofa beside his crossbow. He had captured hundreds of dwarves in his lifetime, some much tougher and meaner than she, so he couldn’t understand why he had been overcome by such foolishness over this conquest. Then, it hit him. It was her smugness when she had had her friends protecting her. Yes, she had been so certain she was safe from him that she had mocked him openly, and now, of course, the fact that he had turned the tables on her had made him giddy. He might be getting older, but he was still a dwarf to be reckoned with. No one could deny that fact. 
 
    He went to the kitchen, got another dipper of water, and returned to the living area. He stood in front of her and splashed the cool water on her face. She stirred and opened her eyes, terror enveloping her features. Torkdohn smiled at her and touched her cheek with the back of his hand. She recoiled from the touch and struggled against her bindings. 
 
    “Save your strength,” he chuckled. “Those shackles were fashioned by Tredjards, and I’ve been tying knots since before you were born.” 
 
    She settled down and stared at him. 
 
    “Surprised, aren’t you?” he mocked. “It’s okay. Many have discounted my abilities, so I take no offense to that. Want to know what I do find insulting?” 
 
    She didn’t even blink. 
 
    “I don’t like being hit with a mallet. And I don’t like being tied to a horse like a sack of flour. And I especially don’t like smug little girls who act like they can mock me while their friends are there to protect them. 
 
    “Speaking of them, you’re probably wondering how they are, so let me tell you. Judging by the damage to the gate from that earthquake, they’re probably being sliced to ribbons by the Great Empire as we speak. Does that bring you comfort?” 
 
    She uttered something against the restraint, but the rope muffled her sounds. 
 
    “Don’t worry your pretty little head about them,” he continued, grinning. “You have much more important concerns, mark my words. First, I’m going to carve up your face with this knife.” He removed one of the paring knives and waved it near her before setting in on the ground by her feet. “Then, I’m going to use these to cut off your bow fingers.” He took out the bolt cutters and set them beside the first knife. “To make sure you don’t expire too soon, I’ll cauterize those wounds like you did to poor Jase. After that, I’m gonna get creative, and we’ll find out just how tough you really are. I’ll give you a moment to compose yourself before we begin. Oh, and by the way, thanks for starting a fire in the stove this morning. I’ll get some metal nice and hot for your fingers.” 
 
    As he stepped back, she struggled against the restraints again, and he punched her as hard as he could on the tip of her nose. Her head snapped back, and blood gushed from her nostrils. Tears streamed down her cheeks, mixing with the blood, and her head lolled forward. He grabbed a handful of hair and lifted her face to his. 
 
    “I told you to save your strength.” 
 
    He went to the kitchen and found the poker for the stove. The coals smoldered cherry red on the grate, so he set the poker in them, sparks dancing as he did. Then, he returned to living room and knelt in front of her, lifting the paring knife. 
 
    “Let’s get started,” he said, pressing the knife against her left cheek. 
 
    The blade sliced into her flesh, but he didn’t cut deep, instead making a thin gash from her cheek to her ear. She clenched her jaw against the pain but made no noise, so he repeated the process on her right cheek. Again, she tensed up but made no sound. 
 
    “You should see yourself,” Torkdohn whispered. “Let me check that poker, and then we’ll remove those fingers.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leinjar climbed the last rise before the flat path that led to Bressard’s house. He and the other two Tredjards had marched nearly as hard as Roskin as pushed them in the kingdom, and he was hoping for a hot meal and a good night’s rest before resuming early the next morning. As he cleared the rise, he stopped in his tracks and motioned for the others to halt. The house wasn’t yet visible, but a strange noise filled the forest. 
 
    “Do you hear laughter?” he asked, turning to his friends. 
 
    Both nodded. 
 
    “Something’s not right,” he said, knowing that Bressard couldn’t possibly laugh that loud. “Be on guard.” 
 
    They advanced more slowly, scanning the forest for anything amiss. The barn came into view first, and Leinjar noticed the rear stall open. Not only had that door been closed before, it hadn’t been opened in years, and a wave of fear filled him. He signaled for the Tredjards to draw their weapons and unshouldered his own pike. 
 
    “I’ve got a very bad feeling,” he whispered. “Stay close together. We may be outnumbered here, so don’t get separated.” 
 
    They crept towards the house, where the back door was wide open. From inside, a male voice drifted to them, and Leinjar quickened his pace to the steps. He slowed on them, to avoid creaking the boards and peered through the doorway. At the far end of the hall, Torkdohn emerged from kitchen, carrying a fire poker and heading for the living room. 
 
    “You!” Leinjar yelled, charging into the hallway. 
 
    Torkdohn turned, shocked by the intrusion. He froze for a heartbeat but composed himself and flung the hot poker at Leinjar. The Tredjard dodged the missile but slipped on the wooden floor. As he clambered to his feet, he saw Molgheon tied to the chair, her face and tunic soaked in blood. Torkdohn scrambled out the front door, but Leinjar didn’t give chase, instead dropping his weapon and rushing to Molgheon. The other two Tredjards froze behind him, so he yelled for them to help him untie her. 
 
    While he undid the rope around her mouth, one unlocked the shackles on her ankles and the other began loosening the rope on her left arm. It took a couple of minutes to get her freed from all the bindings, but as soon as the shackles came off her wrists, she leapt from the chair and bolted for the closet. However, she was unsteady from the blows to her head and crumpled to her knees. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Leinjar asked, grabbing her elbow. 
 
    “Don’t touch me!” she screamed, yanking away from him. 
 
    “I have to stop your bleeding,” he said, stepping back and showing her his palms. 
 
    “I’m going after him!” she yelled, crawling to the closet. 
 
    “Do you smell smoke?” Leinjar asked, looking around and seeing the poker in the hallway, a stream of smoke rising from where it lay. “You two, put that out.” 
 
    Molgheon got to her feet and opened the door. Leinjar stepped beside her but made certain not to touch her again. 
 
    “Of course, you’re going after him, but let me stop your bleeding first.” 
 
    She turned and looked at him, her eyes a cornered and wounded animal. Then, she punched him in the chest, first with her left fist and then her right, blood pouring from her wounds as she did. He absorbed the punches and leaned back. 
 
    “How did he get away from you?” she screamed, still punching him. “You idiots!” 
 
    “The earthquake,” Leinjar stammered, backing away. Each blow stung worse than the one before. “We thought he was loose in the Kiredurk tunnels.” 
 
    Finally, she stopped punching and turned away. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Leinjar said. “We had no idea he was coming for you. We were focused on the army.” 
 
    Molgheon staggered from the exertion and caught herself on the closet door. Leinjar moved closer to her and motioned for her to sit. She nodded and lurched towards the chair but passed it and went to the empty sofa. She collapsed on it, blood still streaming from her nose and cheeks. Leinjar knelt before her and examined the wounds. 
 
    “You’ve lost a lot of blood,” he said. 
 
    “Get the salve from my bag,” she said, pointing to the closet. 
 
    The other Tredjards had extinguished the fire and stood at the edge of the hallway. Leinjar asked them to find him something to use as bandages and also rags to clean the blood from the floor and walls. The disappeared down the hallway, and he opened the closet and rummaged through her bag until he found the salve they had used on Jase’s leg. He returned to Molgheon and knelt again. 
 
    “Is Bressard okay?” he asked, not sure he wanted to hear the answer. 
 
    “He’s gone,” she whispered. 
 
    “Did Torkdohn...” He couldn’t finish the question. 
 
    “No,” she said, looking at him, her eyes damp. “He went gently during the night.” 
 
    Leinjar nodded. The others returned with piles of rags, and Leinjar took a handful. He pressed one on each of her cheeks and held them still, counting to sixty. Then, ever so gently, he wiped the blood from her cheeks and applied the salve while the others began cleaning the floor and walls. Leinjar tore one rag into several small strips and wadded them up. 
 
    “Tilt your head back,” he said. “This’ll be unpleasant.” 
 
    She leaned back, and he stuffed the wads up her nostrils. She gripped the sofa with both hands and tensed her legs as he did. After all the pieces were packed in, he took one more rag and wiped as much blood as he could from her mouth, chin, and neck. Much of it had dried, so he found water and finished cleaning her. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Molgheon said, her voice odd from the blockage in her nose. 
 
    “Don’t be,” Leinjar said, offering a half smile. “At least you didn’t have a sword.” 
 
    She laughed but winced from the pain. 
 
    “You need to rest,” Leinjar added. 
 
    “I have to go after him.” 
 
    “Of course. And you will, but he’s old. You can track him easily enough.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and leaned back on the sofa. Leinjar returned the salve to her bag and helped the others clean up her blood. Then, they organized the living room, moving the sitting chair to its proper place and putting the knife and bolt cutter in a desk drawer. When the room was tidy, they prepared lunch and ate at the dinner table, none talking during the meal. Molgheon had fallen asleep on the sofa, her breathing labored from the rags stuffed in her nostrils. 
 
    Leinjar looked around the house, feeling its emptiness without Bressard. At least Torkdohn hadn’t hurt the old dwarf. That was something to be grateful for, but the house seemed different now. Before, it was warm and welcoming, an oasis of safety on the mountainside. Now, a coldness had settled in, and any illusion of safety had been shattered by the vision of Molgheon strapped to the chair and covered in blood. He wasn’t sure if Molgheon would be able to return here after she had hunted down the slave trader. He glanced at her sleeping on the sofa and guilt filled him. 
 
    He should’ve done more to find Torkdohn immediately after the earthquake. He should’ve pushed harder to get to the house sooner. If they had marched a little faster or rested a little less, they might have overtaken the old dwarf on the trail and prevented all of this from happening. He hung his head and fought against the emotions. He already carried the guilt for failing to hold his gate, for failing to protect his family. Now, he would have to bear this shame, too. He rose from the table and told the others to rest for the remainder of that day but to be prepared to march before first light. He retrieved one of the blankets hanging in the trees out front and covered Molgheon on the sofa. She stirred but didn’t wake, so he went outside and sat on the porch, staring towards his homeland. He had failed his people and Molgheon, but he wouldn’t fail Roskin, too. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Molgheon awoke with a start, her face swollen and pounding with sharp pains. The rags in her nostrils created an unbelievable pressure, and instinctively, she reached up to pull them out but caught herself and resisted the urge. Outside, the sky was black, and around the living room floor, the three Tredjards slept soundly. She looked at them, grateful they had made it when they did. The day before was a blur, and she replayed it in her mind, trying to recall the details, but it was all too fuzzy. Vaguely, she recalled punching Leinjar in the chest, but she couldn’t remember if that was real or a dream. Too many images ran together and were out of order for her to be certain of anything. All she knew was that these dwarves had saved her life, and for that, she was indebted to them. 
 
    She rose from the sofa, her head swimming, and staggered to the kitchen. She drank three dippers full of water, trying to ease her parched throat, and leaned against the counter. The pains were intense, and her vision was blurry. How had Torkdohn gotten the drop on her? She was better trained than to let an old lout like him outsmart her. She wished she could remember more of what had happened so she could figure out what she had done wrong. 
 
    The house was quiet, a silence deeper than any she had heard before, and part of her expected Bressard to shuffle down the hallway at any moment. But she knew he was gone, even if she didn’t fully accept it. Now, she needed to focus, to block out the pains in her head and on her face, and prepare to hunt Torkdohn. She would need to close up the house and hope she could return before the weather turned too bad. And she would need to pack enough rations to catch him and return, at least two weeks’ worth she figured, for stopping to hunt would slow her too much. She would also have to march after him, ignoring these pains, and end his miserable life in whatever way proved most expedient. Then, she would have to return to this house and fulfill her promise to take care of it. Glancing around, she decided to start by securing all the windows. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leinjar woke to the sound of Molgheon packing her gear. He sat from the floor, his back stiff from sleeping on the hard surface, and looked at her. Both eyes were black and swollen, and her cheeks were scabbing over along the fresh wounds that had swollen and turned bright red overnight. Despite the injuries, her expression was resolute and uncompromising as she stuffed dried meats and nuts into her bag. She looked at him and offered a half smile. 
 
    “If you see Roskin before I do, tell him Torkdohn is dead and that I hope he understands.” 
 
    “I’m sure he will,” Leinjar returned, getting to his feet. He roused the other two and began gathering his own gear. 
 
    “Torkdohn said the southern gate is destroyed. That true?” 
 
    Leinjar nodded. 
 
    “So what’s the plan?” 
 
    Leinjar explained Roskin’s decisions to send the captain to the capital to warn Sondious, to head for Kehldeon himself to request help, and to send Leinjar to the Tredjards for the same. She pondered the plan for a moment and then slung her bow across her back. 
 
    “The Ghaldeons will be loathe to help a Kiredurk, even against the Great Empire. Kraganere never sent us any troops.” 
 
    “I doubt my people will offer much, either, but I have to try.” 
 
    “Maybe the white beards can hold their gate,” she said, crossing the room and extending her hand. “I owe you. Thanks for saving me. Please, know I’ve never felt I needed saving before, but you saved my life.” 
 
    “I wish we’d been sooner and kept this whole mess from happening.” He shook her hand and bowed his head. 
 
    “Life’s too short for what ifs,” she responded, turning and shaking hands with the other two. “The fact is you Tredjards saved my life. For that, I owe you.” 
 
    “The way I see it we’re even,” Leinjar said. “You helped free us from that cage.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” she said. “Not to rush you off, but I have to secure this door behind us. The rest of the house is taken care of, and I need to hunt him while his tracks are fresh.” 
 
    “Take care of yourself,” Leinjar said, motioning the others out the door. 
 
    “I hope we cross paths again some day,” Molgheon said, following him outside where the horizon was just lightening. She stopped at the door and began securing the handle with a rope to keep it closed until she returned. “Under better days than we’ve seen so far.” 
 
    Leinjar led the other two down the path to the camouflaged gate and didn’t look back. They would press south with as much speed as they could make and hopefully cross into the Tredjard lands within three weeks. Then, he would do his best to beg forgiveness and gather troops to lead back to the Snivegohn Valley. He would come through for Roskin or lose his life along the way. There were no other options. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    On the Edge of Civilization 
 
      
 
    Without interrupting, King Sondious listened to the General of Dorkhun explain what Captain Roighwheil had done. He should’ve expected this treachery after what Jase had told him about Roskin gathering an army, but because the captain had saved his life, he had been blinded by a sense of loyalty. When the general finished, the king paused before responding. His advisors stared at him, and Jase, who sat in the back of the room, looked up from his third fresh meal of the day. 
 
    “So Roskin and Captain Roighwheil want to overthrow me?” he grumbled. “Well, let them come. We’ll crush their pitiful army and make lessons of them.” 
 
    “With your permission, my king,” the general said, bowing. “Please, allow me to take a garrison and chase down the traitors before they reach Roskin.” 
 
    “And leave the capital undefended?” King Sondious nearly shouted. 
 
    “No, sir,” the general answered. “Three garrisons will remain, and my captains are more than capable of defending this city.” 
 
    King Sondious thought for a moment. On one hand, the general made sense, but on the other, it seemed foolish to weaken the city’s defenses. He was torn on which direction provided more tactical advantage. 
 
    “My king,” the general continued. “Captain Roighwheil only has a handful of troops. With one garrison, I can end this uprising before it begins, and you and I can get back to our plans against the ogres.” 
 
    “You make a good point,” the king replied. “Jase, what do you think?” 
 
    “That captain fellow needs to learn a lesson,” Jase said, before wiping the ale from his beard with his sleeve. 
 
    “Indeed,” the king muttered. 
 
    “I give you my word,” the general said. “I will follow him all the way to the Snivegohn Valley if I have to, and he will be punished for any and all crimes he’s committed.” 
 
    “Very well,” King Sondious said. “Go after him, but return as quickly as you can.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roskin led his group around the Snivegohn Valley, moving steadily but avoiding sentries as they went. It took a week to circumnavigate the western edge of the valley and reach the closest trail to Kehldeon, but they avoided being detected and, once on the trail, were beyond any patrols by the Great Empire. The trail, never much used, wound steep and treacherous over Mount Lokholme, crossing the pass at 9,000 feet. As the group climbed the mountainside, the plush grasses of the valley became small scattered clumps, and the ponderosa pines, thick and plentiful at the lower elevations, gave way to bristlecone pines and Engelmann spruces, more thinly dispersed on the rocky terrain. They saw no wildlife, although occasionally small game could be heard scurrying for cover as they approached. 
 
    In all his travels, Roskin had never experienced such desolation, and the inhospitable landscape made him uneasy. High above the pass, the peak loomed at 13,000 feet, its slopes blinding white from the permanent layers of snow and ice, and he was grateful they didn’t have to hike that high. The air at this elevation was thin enough for him, and the mere thought of climbing above the tree line caused him anxiety. Because of their systems of mirrors, even in the deepest regions of his kingdom, plants and wildlife flourished, and the notion of an environment so harsh where nothing could live for long gave him pause. There were limits to his courage and cravings for adventure. 
 
    The climb, snaking back and forth on the rocky slope, burned his legs, so he stopped the group every hour for rest. The others voiced their gratitude that he had eased his pace on the mountain. Even the horses, which carried most of their weapons and gear, seemed to appreciate the rest. Though his sense of urgency had not lessened, he recognized this was no place to push any of them. Tired legs were prone to missteps, and one stumble here could cause serious damage to an ankle or a knee or, depending on the circumstances, a fatal fall down one of the drop-offs. While he knew time was against them, he also needed everyone safe. 
 
    They reached the pass at nightfall and slept in shifts, more to guard against predators than sentries, and then started down the mountain before sunrise. As the sky brightened, the view from that elevation stunned the Kiredurk. Even with his poor eyesight, he could see the Ghaldeon lands stretched out before him, the mountains rising and falling to the horizon. Some peaks sat well below the cloud line, while others disappeared into it and still others jutted through the wisps of white. 
 
    They moved down the trail slowly, for the footing on the loose rocks became much worse as gravity urged them downward. While this hike wasn’t as strenuous, the footholds made it just as difficult. They only covered half the slope that day, sleeping in shifts again, and reached the mountain’s base by late evening of the next day. As the terrain leveled out to smaller hills, they camped earlier to rest their exhausted legs and sore backs, and while Roskin ate his supper, one of the Ghaldeons sat beside him. 
 
    “We’re not far from my home,” the dwarf said. 
 
    “That so?” Roskin asked, offering his companion a handful of nuts. 
 
    “We should reach town by noon tomorrow,” the dwarf responded, accepting the offering. “I haven’t seen it since before I grew my beard.” 
 
    “How did you get captured?” 
 
    “I was traveling to the valley with my papaw on business. He was so proud to have me with him. We were on a different road, one considered safe, but got jumped by orcs somewhere in the forest.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Roskin said, placing a hand on the Ghaldeon’s shoulder. 
 
    “I never thought I’d see this place again,” he responded, staring in the distance. “Papaw died that day, and I spent twenty years a slave. I need you to know how much it means that you’ve brought me back here.” 
 
    Roskin nodded, unable to find any words. 
 
    “When I was a boy, there was an inn on the eastern edge of town. The best rabbit stew you’ll ever taste. Maybe we can stop there for a hot meal before turning for Kehldeon?” 
 
    “That sounds like a great idea,” Roskin returned. “The guys deserve it. If you can find the inn, we’ll do that.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    With that, the Ghaldeon rose and returned to the others. Roskin heard him sharing the news with them, and they cheered and patted him on the back at the thought of fresh rabbit stew. Roskin smiled and for a moment forgot about the perils behind them in the Snivegohn Valley. These Ghaldeons had endured years of slavery, and now, finally, they had returned to their free lands. He knew the feeling of believing he would never see home again; the scars on his back reminded him of it daily. At least one of them would see his town, possibly even his family, before they turned back for battle, and that filled him with happiness. 
 
    Despite being over the mountain and fairly close to town, they continued sleeping in shifts, just in case any mountain lions or rock wolves wandered into their campsite. But the night passed quietly, and at first light, they resumed the march, this time with the local Ghaldeon leading the way. He pointed out various landmarks, telling story after story about his childhood. Roskin listened closely, soaking in the details. As the dwarf had predicted, by noon, they had reached the outskirts of the town, named Horseshoe Bend because of the small river that arced around the southern end. 
 
    However, he Ghaldeon’s excitement faded as they passed by the first buildings, for the town had seen brighter days. Most of the structures hadn’t been painted in years, and the dwarves who trudged through the streets reminded Roskin of Rugraknere, their shoulders slouched and eyes cast downwards, and none spoke a word of hello to any they passed. The dark fear, which had disappeared since the earthquake, crept back into Roskin’s mind, so he moved beside the Ghaldeon and whispered: 
 
    “No offense, but we better be on guard here. Something dim has settled on this town.” 
 
    “I swear to you,” the Ghaldeon returned. “This place was nothing like this before.” 
 
    “I believe you,” Roskin said. “Let’s just find that inn and hope the stew hasn’t suffered the same as the place.” 
 
    “It should be one street over.” 
 
    They turned down an alley between two dilapidated buildings and stepped onto a broad dirt road rutted deeply by years of travel and lack of repair. Just ahead on the right, the inn sat like an oasis in the wilds. Fresh paint adorned the walls, and all of the exterior boards had been well-maintained. Along the wooden porch, six Ghaldeons sat in rocking chairs, laughing and joking, their voices the first Roskin had heard since entering town. 
 
    “Well, that’s a good sign,” he said to the Ghaldeon. 
 
    As they approached the inn, the group on the porch stopped their conversation and watched them. They tethered their horses to the stand, and Roskin asked Krondious and Bordorn to stay with the horses while he and the others went inside. Both dwarves nodded and sat on the bench beside the tether post. As he turned to enter the inn, Roskin noticed one of the group from the porch leave his seat and walk south, away from the direction they had approached. Again, the dark fear gnawed at him. 
 
    Inside, the lobby was deserted, so Roskin asked the Ghaldeon to lead them to the tavern. The dwarf turned left and followed a hallway that opened into a broad room with a polished stone floor, a mahogany bar, and several well-crafted tables. The bar was full of dwarves, all drinking ale but not talking, but none of the tables was occupied, so the Ghaldeon sat at the first one and motioned for the others to join him. Reluctantly, Roskin obeyed, glancing around the room for any hint of trouble. After a couple of minutes, an old Ghaldeon emerged from behind the bar and lumbered to their table. 
 
    “Can I help you folks?” he asked. 
 
    “Kohldorn, is that you?” the Ghaldeon asked. 
 
    “How do you know my name, stranger?” 
 
    “You may not remember me, but I’m Krestreon. You were friends with my papaw.” 
 
    “Krestreon? Your papaw was Hemelreon, right? Why, you two disappeared two decades ago.” 
 
    Krestreon related the story of being captured by the orcs and how his papaw had died trying to protect him. He then introduced the other Ghaldeons and Roskin, explaining their escape from bondage, the Battle for Hard Hope, and the long march home. Roskin was grateful that Krestreon hadn’t mentioned his status as the exiled heir to the Kiredurk kingdom, for he wasn’t sure how that would be received here. 
 
    “I always hoped Hemelreon was safe and sound somewhere, and it hurts to hear he died like that. But welcome home, young one. Let me get you dwarves a round of ale, on me.” 
 
    Krestreon thanked him, muttering about not being so young anymore, and as Kohldorn chuckled, Roskin’s apprehension diminished slightly. At least the barkeep seemed friendly enough, but the dwarves at the bar hadn’t even glanced in their direction. Something about this town wasn’t quite right, and other than a nagging feeling, the dark fear had offered no vision of what was amiss. The barkeep returned with seven tankards of ale and, after passing them to the group, raised his own and proposed a toast to the safe return of Krestreon. Roskin took a long drink, the ale sweet and fruity on his dry tongue. 
 
    “Do you still make your rabbit stew?” Krestreon asked. 
 
    “Of course, boy!” Kohldorn exclaimed, stroking his gray beard. “I remember how much you and your papaw loved my stew. Six servings coming right up.” 
 
    “Actually,” Roskin said, stopping the barkeep. “Can you make it eight servings and two more ales? Two of our companions are outside with the horses.” 
 
    “Certainly,” Kohldorn said. “Have it right out. Oh, this is a good day.” 
 
    When the barkeep returned with the bowls of steaming stew, Roskin took two bowls, the crockery hot against his bare hands, and started for the lobby, but he was greeted in the hallway by ten well-armed Ghaldeons with menacing expressions. One he recognized as the Ghaldeon who had left the porch. Roskin stopped mid-stride and stepped back to allow the dwarves into the tavern. 
 
    “It’s nice to see travelers on such a fine day,” one of them said, stepping towards Roskin. 
 
    “We’re just passing through,” Roskin responded, his hands burning from the bowls. 
 
    “That so? Well, since you’re strangers, I’ll forgive you for not knowing our customs.” 
 
    “Actually, I’m from here,” Krestreon said, rising from his seat and moving beside Roskin. 
 
    “Really, now? Then, why don’t I know you?” 
 
    “He’s Krestreon,” the barkeep said. “The young one who disappeared so many years ago.” 
 
    “Shut up, gray beard,” the Ghaldeon said, pointing his finger at the old dwarf who lowered his head and stepped back. “Not another word from you.” 
 
    Roskin clenched his jaw and considered tossing one of the bowls of hot stew in the dwarf’s face, and under different circumstances, he might have followed the impulse, but his mission was too important to squander time on a bully like this dwarf. Instead, he slowly turned and set the bowls on the table, hiding the pain in his hands and fingers. 
 
    “Krestreon, eh?” the Ghaldeon asked. “Do you recognize me?” 
 
    “Afraid not. Too many years have passed.” 
 
    “That’s a shame. I’m Alganeon, and I’m the magistrate of Horseshoe Bend.” 
 
    “Alganeon!” Krestreon exclaimed, extending his hand. “We learned to fish together on Willow Bank.” 
 
    At his gesture the nine other dwarves drew their swords and readied themselves in low guard, but Alganeon raised his hand to stop them. The dwarves didn’t advance but held their stances, glaring at Krestreon, Roskin, and the others. Roskin braced himself, preparing to grab a chair and defend himself when necessary. 
 
    “Please, forgive my guards,” Alganeon said, smiling. “They’re a little protective. Since you’re an old friend, I’ll forgive your transgressions this time, but all who enter this town must pay the toll for using my roads.” 
 
    “Since when is there a toll here?” Krestreon asked, his voice rising an octave. 
 
    “Since I said so,” Alganeon sneered. “Now, that’ll be one gold coin each, plus the horses.” 
 
    “That’s absurd,” Krestreon scoffed. 
 
    “Let me handle this,” Roskin said, grabbing Krestreon by the elbow and moving him backwards. “I’ll pay your toll, and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “Make it fifteen gold coins for his insolence.” 
 
    Roskin took his pouch from his belt and counted out the coins. He handed them over and motioned for his companions to leave. Then, he laid two more coins on the table and thanked the barkeep for his hospitality. The five freed slaves had already reached the hallway, but as Roskin stepped forward to join them, Alganeon blocked his path. 
 
    “I’ll take that pouch,” he said, winking. 
 
    Roskin’s temper flared, but he took a deep breath and held it out. Alganeon snatched it from his hand and felt the weight. 
 
    “Smart dwarf,” he grinned. “Now, get moving and don’t come back.” 
 
    Pulling back his shoulders as if about to address his father, Roskin strode down the hallway to the main door. Outside, Krondious and Bordorn were surrounded by twenty more heavily armed Ghaldeons, five of them those who had been sitting on the porch. Despite the odds, both dwarves had their weapons drawn and looked ready to fight. The freed slaves were busy un-tethering the horses, obviously shaken by the scene they had just witnessed. 
 
    “Put your weapons away,” Roskin barked at Bordorn and Krondious. 
 
    “We can take this filth,” Krondious growled. 
 
    “Do as I say,” Roskin snapped. “We’re moving on.” 
 
    “Listen to your master,” Alganeon said, emerging from the inn. “And maybe we’ll let you keep those weapons.” 
 
    Roskin motioned for Krestreon to lead them out of town, and reluctantly, Krondious returned his axe to its place on the pack horse. Bordorn followed suit, and the group followed Krestreon south down the wide street. Behind them, the thirty Ghaldeons jeered and teased them as they went. Krondious glanced back once, but Roskin snarled at him to keep his eyes forward. Huffing audibly, the Kiredurk obeyed. They marched for an hour, crossing the river and several small hills. Deep tensions weighed on the group as they walked, and no one spoke. Once they were a safe distance from town, Roskin ordered them to halt and called them together. 
 
    “If anyone had anything to say to me, say it now,” he spoke sternly. 
 
    “We should’ve split their skulls,” Krondious said, waving his arms about. “Those dwarves were no match for us.” 
 
    “I agree,” Krestreon mumbled. “How could you just cave in like that?” 
 
    “Anything else?” Roskin asked. 
 
    Nobody spoke. 
 
    “Let’s make one thing clear,” Roskin said calmly, his voice deep and authoritative. “We’re not here to fight our own kind. We’re here to raise an army to fight the Great Empire. I got us out of there best I could to keep us focused on that goal and that goal alone. If anyone has a problem with that, you’re free to part my company right now.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Krondious said, hanging his head. 
 
    “Me, too,” Krestreon added. “We’ve got a higher purpose.” 
 
    “I give both of you my word,” Roskin said. “One day, we’ll go back there and settle the score. That thief needs to be brought down a notch or two, but right now, time is against us.” 
 
    The dwarves nodded their agreement, and Roskin made a point to shake hands with each one, stopping at Krondious. 
 
    “Make no mistake,” Roskin said, gripping the dwarf’s powerful hand. “You have nothing to prove to anyone.” 
 
    With that, he told them to eat lunch and be ready to march in half an hour. Kehldeon was two days away, and he wanted to reach it as soon as possible. He had hoped to offer the acting king his gold as a gesture of good faith, and without it, he wasn’t sure how he would gain the dwarf’s favor. Ever since his father’s decision not to send troops during the Resistance, relations between the two houses had been strained. He would have to find some way to impress him, and after this fiasco at Horseshoe bend, he would also have to win back over the freed slaves, for he could sense from their body language that they didn’t understand why he hadn’t stood up to Alganeon. None of them had been leisure slaves, so he didn’t know how to explain to them his unwillingness to shed dwarven blood. Hopefully, he would think of something to sway the king and regain their respect before they reached Kehldeon. As he pondered these thoughts, Bordorn sat beside him. 
 
    “You did right back there, Pepper Beard,” the Ghaldeon said. “You got us all out alive.” 
 
    Roskin shrugged. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about something, and I know my timing is terrible, but please consider it.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “We both know King Johreon won’t be easily convinced to help the Kiredurks.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “But he might be willing to help the Snivegohn Valley Militia.” 
 
    “There’s no such thing.” 
 
    “Sure there is. Me and these five Ghaldeons.” 
 
    Roskin cocked his head at Bordorn, considering the idea. 
 
    “I’m the great-great nephew of Logruhk the Vanished. King Johreon is a distant cousin. He might feel a sense of duty to help me defend the valley.” 
 
    Finally, Roskin realized what Bordorn was saying, that instead of asking for help for the Kiredurks, frame it in terms of helping the Ghaldeons defend themselves against the army that had already toppled one Ghaldeon king. 
 
    “And this time,” Roskin added. “I’m representing my father’s decision to support the cause. What do you think?” 
 
    “That’s a nice touch, Pepper Beard.” 
 
    “Let’s give it a try,” Roskin said, smiling at his old friend. 
 
    “It’ll be like that time we convinced your father we weren’t the ones who had taken the royal coach out at night.” 
 
    “I’d forgotten about that,” Roskin chuckled. “We didn’t even have stubble yet.” 
 
    “Those poor guards we blamed it on.” 
 
    “Let’s rehearse our story,” Roskin said, still chuckling. 
 
    The two dwarves went over the tale, embellishing details and weaving together a plausible foundation. The Great Empire had overrun the valley, and Bordorn, who led the militia, had retreated to the slopes of Mount Lokholme. Seeing the peril, King Kraganere had dispatched Roskin and a thousand troops to assist. The Kiredurk force would attack from the slopes of Mount Gagneesh, and Bordorn was asking the King Johreon to approach further south on Lokholme to create three fronts against the Great Empire. The two dwarves rehearsed the story throughout the lunch rest and even after they resumed marching, making sure their details matched. Krondious and the Ghaldeons joined them in practicing the subterfuge, and by nightfall when the group made camp, they all had it memorized, down to the names of the captains left in charge of their respective forces. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Captain Roighwheil inspected the repairs underway on the southern gate and was pleased with what he saw. Judging by the damage to the surrounding tunnels, the gate had been completely destroyed, but now, the masons had rebuilt the archway three blocks deep and had entrenched anchors into the stone to hold the new gate. The blacksmiths had already fashioned it and were waiting for the last of the mortar to set before fastening it to the anchors. Ever since Roskin had passed through, they had worked day and night to rebuild the fortification. 
 
    The captain was proud of Roskin for ordering the work done, for now even with just the small force he had brought from the capital, he felt confident they could hold off any size force until reinforcements arrived. If these repairs were just beginning and the Great Empire attacked, he would have had no chance to defend the gate. He was also proud of the dwarves who had laid the blocks and fashioned the gate. Their skills rivaled those of the old masters who had built the earliest sections of the kingdom, for the new archway and gate were as sturdy as any structure the captain had ever seen. 
 
    He found a Ghaldeon among the blacksmiths and asked the dwarf to follow him outside. On the trail, the captain, who like Roskin couldn’t see clearly further than a hundred yards from a lifetime underground, asked the Ghaldeon if he could see the army in the valley. The blacksmith walked to a clearing and peered out. After a few moments, he turned to the captain and said: 
 
    “We better get that gate finished. There’s thousands of soldiers down there.” 
 
    “Could you tell if they’re on the trail up or just in the valley?” 
 
    “Looks to me like they’ve camped in the valley, but I can’t see the trailhead.” 
 
    The captain thanked the blacksmith and led them back inside. The Ghaldeon returned to the other blacksmiths and relayed the news to the group. A ripple of panic ran through them, and the foreman, a thick-chested Kiredurk with a gray beard went to the masons and asked how much longer the mortar needed to set. The master mason quipped something hateful back at the foreman, and as they squabbled, several blacksmiths and masons began shoving each other. 
 
    “Settle down!” Captain Roighwheil bellowed, his voice thunderous in the tunnel. The blacksmiths and masons froze and looked at him. “There’s no need for this nonsense.” 
 
    “We need to get that gate up,” the foreman returned. 
 
    “If you start hammering on that stone before the mortar’s ready, you’ll create weak spots, and the whole thing will collapse the first time it gets rammed,” the master mason said, his tone still hateful. 
 
    “How much longer?” Captain Roighwheil asked, his own tone telling the mason not to cross him. 
 
    “At least a full day.” 
 
    “What if that army is already on the trail?” the foreman asked the captain. 
 
    “Me and my troops will camp on the trail tonight to keep watch. If they attack, you put up that gate, and we’ll hold them off. If they don’t, there’s nothing to worry about. Either way, there’ll be no more bickering amongst ourselves. Understood?” 
 
    The master mason and the foreman both nodded at him. 
 
    “You dwarves shake hands and let this go. Our enemy is down there.” 
 
    As the dwarves shook hands and apologized to each other, the captain turned and went to assemble his troops. While he didn’t relish the idea of sleeping on the narrow trail, he would rather keep everyone at ease by creating a buffer between the unfinished gate and the Great Empire. He didn’t anticipate an attack tonight, but since he couldn’t say for certain, this was his best option to ease the workers’ fears. One thing he had learned from the war with the ogres was that fear could be a worse enemy than the opposing army, and the last thing he needed before the general arrived was a riot. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vishghu sat across from her mother and waited for a response. The clan elders stared at the matriarch, their expressions as varied as their opinions. Some relished the idea of marching out to confront the Great Empire but had differing opinions on where and when, and others believed they should hunker down behind their fortifications and wait. Still others didn’t trust Evil Blade at all and proclaimed the plan an outright double-cross to lure them into the open. Throughout the debate, Vishghu remained resolute that his plan was their best hope to defeat the humans and mend relations with the Kiredurks. Finally, after an extensive pause, her mother cleared her throat. 
 
    “Vishghu, answer one question. Why do you trust Evil Blade?” 
 
    “While he may be vicious and ruthless,” Vishghu responded, choosing her words carefully. “I have witnessed firsthand that he keeps his word.” 
 
    Several ogres scoffed at her, but the matriarch raised her hand to silence them. 
 
    “How so?” she asked. 
 
    Vishghu stared down, trying to frame her response into one solid image that would convince them. She had seen so many examples of both his brutality in battle and his sense of duty that she wasn’t sure how to narrow it down to one perfect instance. At Kwarck’s gate, he could’ve killed her but chose not to. On the Slithsythe, he could’ve fled but stood his ground against certain death to give her time to find Roskin. In the shadows of Hard Hope, he had saved her life, and among the Marshwoggs, he had stayed by her side until she was able to travel. After all of that, he had willingly returned to Kwarck’s farm to serve out his exile. In her heart, she knew he would never go against his word, but explaining that to her own kind escaped her. 
 
    “She can’t even think of one example,” an elder said. 
 
    Those who didn’t trust Evil Blade erupted into a cacophony of slurs against the old man. The matriarch rose from her seat and bellowed for silence. Then, she looked at Vishghu and asked again for an illustration of his trustworthiness. 
 
    “See these scars,” she said, pointing to her legs and pulling up her shirt to reveal her abdomen. The elders gasped at the sight. “I got these fighting the orcs to escape their lands. When we reached the Marshwoggs, I was too weak to walk. Evil blade could’ve left with the dwarves and elves to seek refuge, but he didn’t. He remained by my bed until I healed. Why wouldn’t I trust him?” 
 
    “And you are certain he will attack on the winter solstice?” her mother asked. 
 
    “So certain, I will stand in that field alone if I have to. He will be there with the elves, and this will be our best chance to weaken the Great Empire enough to drive them from our lands.” 
 
    “Then, our clan will stand with you,” the matriarch said. 
 
    A grumble of dissent ran through the elders. 
 
    “Those who wish not to fight can hide here like cowards,” the matriarch continued, her voice a low growl. “But those of us with spines will ride to Rugraknere and lure out our enemy.” 
 
    The crowd fell silent, and she dismissed the elders, ordering them to send to her as many riders as they could summon to request assistance from the other clans. As Vishghu rose to leave, the matriarch asked her to sit by her side, and the young ogre obeyed. While they waited for the riders to assemble, the matriarch didn’t speak, and the two sat quietly, but instead of being uncomfortable, the silence felt intimate. Throughout her childhood, Vishghu had thought her mother overbearing and overly critical of her every action. Nothing had ever pleased the clan leader, and Vishghu had often felt as if she were a disappointment. However, sitting there in silence, she sensed her mother’s pride, and for the first time in her life, Vishghu knew her mother approved of her judgment. She wanted to say something but feared destroying the moment, so she remained quiet and soaked in the warmth of long-awaited approval. 
 
    When all the riders had gathered, the matriarch gave them detailed instructions for what to say to the other matriarchs. They were to explain that Vishghu had learned of the Great Empire’s plan to attack her clan in the spring, and that the council of elders had decided to march to Rugraknere in winter to strike them before they were ready. They were to explain that the plan had been devised by the council, and most importantly, there was to be no mention of Evil Blade or an army of elves. When she finished with the instructions, the matriarch made each rider swear an oath to follow her orders precisely. After each had sworn, she told them to ride to as many clans as each one could reach and then dismissed them. 
 
    “Dictate the time and place,” the matriarch said to her daughter, as the riders jogged off to find their mounts. “And you control the kind of battle being fought. I never thought of it that way before. At last, the Great Empire will feel the might of the ogres unleashed on them.” 
 
    Vishghu looked at her mother and smiled. So far, Crushaw’s plan was in motion, and she liked her mother’s orders for the riders not to mention his name or the elves. The more desperate the situation seemed, the more clans were likely to respond, and the bigger the force they could gather, the more likely the Great Empire would be to march forward to meet them. With any luck, there would be heavy snows the week of the solstice, but even if that didn’t happen, at that time of year, there would be at least a few inches of snow already on the ground, giving the ogres the advantage. Her mother studied her face for a heartbeat and returned the smile. Then, she told her daughter to gather the soldiers and instruct them to train for battle. Vishghu nodded and hastened from the village square to find the clan warriors. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    A Shroud of Darkness 
 
      
 
    Crushaw picked at the scab on the inside of his left arm, the brown crust flaking off and drifting to the ground. He had awakened the elves two hours before sunrise for another ten mile run and now awaited their return. For two weeks, he had worked them nonstop – running them twice a day, drilling throughout daylight on weapons and formations, and teaching about tactics. Of course, most of the training was delegated through his captains, and while they proved to be quick studies on formations and strategies, their swordplay fell short of his expectations. They were skilled enough to take on average soldiers, but he anticipated General Strauteefe’s forces to be the best in the ranks of the Great Empire, for he had impressed upon his replacement the importance of daily drills. By his estimation, at this moment, the elves would be slaughtered in pitched battle against them. 
 
    Since they had arrived, he no longer helped in the fields, and as daylight grew, he watched Kwarck lead Stahloor, Alysea, and Suvene into the crops to harvest. He and the orc stayed far away from each other, eating at different times and walking in opposite directions if they happened to cross paths. Seeing the orc each day brought back many memories of the plantation – beatings he had repressed, humiliations he had forgotten, scars he had hidden from himself. Growing up a slave had shaped him into the warrior he became, a cold and merciless killer who thrived on victory, and while old age and experience had mellowed that part of him slightly, seeing the orc regularly reminded him of why he had become infamous as Evil Blade. The masters had seared hate into his heart. Now, he wanted to be remembered as more than the slaughterer of ogres. That was no legacy to leave behind, and as he looked back on the jumbled memories of his life, he wished there were more than there than images of death and pain. For that, he hated the orcs more than anything else. 
 
    Despite himself, Crushaw admired Suvene, for the young orc worked as hard in the fields as any slave the old man had known. The hard work demonstrated dignity and pride in himself, something Crushaw had never before seen in an orc. Also, the more the old man thought about Suvene’s sense of duty, the more impressed he became. Not only had Suvene risked his life to escape and warn his people, he had also then hunted Crushaw down to avenge the death of a friend. To him, the world would be a better place if more individuals had that kind of moxie. Much like General Strauteefe, Suvene would make a good replacement when Crushaw was gone, and he was glad Kwarck would have someone dutiful to assist him on the farm, even if it was an orc. 
 
    The nomads were due any time, and Crushaw hoped they would arrive on this day because too much time was lost to cooking. He needed those extra couple of hours each day for more sword work, and once the nomads arrived, Kwarck had promised to allow Stahloor and Alysea to join the archers. For now, the wizard needed them for the harvest, but both were highly skilled with bows, and Crushaw wanted them in the army. Of the ten thousand elves, only a tenth had bows, and he was disappointed with this number. Their long bows would be the difference in the battle, and he had hoped for twice as many. While a thousand would probably be enough to thin Strauteefe’s ranks, it might not be enough to keep his crossbows out of range.  
 
    As he mulled these thoughts, the elves came into sight, sprinting the last mile as he had demanded. When they reached their campsites, the captains and twenty-five leaders ran to him to receive their daily orders. He would give the elves this much, so far they had lived up to their oath of following his commands without question. Despite the grueling runs and constant training, he had not heard one utterance of dissent, even as he pushed their bodies to their limits. Had he attempted pushing his human soldiers this hard, he would’ve had to make an example of several each day, but the elves bore the rigors without complaint. He was certain that was due, at least in part, to him telling them they were soft of heart, and the fact that they had responded as they had, by proving him wrong, gave him hoped that they would also learn to wield their swords to his satisfaction. 
 
    “You orders, General?” the third swordsman asked, sweat dripping from his nose after the run. 
 
    “After breakfast, three hours of swords for everyone, even the archers, and I’ll come to each campsite personally to inspect your progress.” 
 
    The elves bowed and broke off to deliver the orders, so Crushaw strode to the house to find what Kwarck had left him for breakfast. In the kitchen, his plate was filled with eggs and sausages, and he ate heartily, anticipating the exercise he would get demonstrating footwork, cuts, draws, and rakes over the next three hours. Teaching his techniques was exhausting work, and repeating the instructions over and over at each campsite fatigued him. By lunchtime, he would need at least an hour to rest, and then, in the afternoon, he would have to repeat the process, this time drilling on formations and explaining tactics to each captain. In all his years as a soldier, he had always found teaching to be the most draining work, especially when the majority of his students struggled with certain basics. As soon as he finished his last bite, he retrieved his sword and headed for the first campsite, hoping the elves would show progress and the nomads would arrive today. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Crushaw flung open the door to Kwarck’s kitchen and stomped inside, cursing the elves under his breath. Suvene rose from the table and left the room, but the other three stared at the old man. He leaned his sword against the wall, crossed the room, and poured himself a fresh glass of water. Then, he scowled at Kwarck before draining his cup in one long gulp. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Kwarck asked, setting a plate for him. 
 
    “They’re pitiful,” he responded, pouring another glass. “They can’t learn the basics of wielding a sword.” 
 
    “It’s only been two weeks,” Stahloor offered. 
 
    “How is it you people can speak three languages, march in perfect formation, run ten miles twice a day, yet not be capable of learning how to maintain footwork while performing a simple forward slash? One of you please explain that to me.” 
 
    “It can’t be that bad,” Kwarck said, motioning for Crushaw to have a seat. 
 
    “It is,” Crushaw huffed, sitting at the table. “A handful in each camp can fight well enough, but the vast majority won’t last ten minutes in real battle.” 
 
    “Can I help?” Alysea asked. 
 
    Crushaw nearly laughed and then almost ripped her head off for the absurdity of the question, but she was merely trying to be helpful, so instead, he smiled at her and thanked her for the offer. Then, he explained that what he needed was to be able to spend more time at each camp, breaking them into smaller groups to give them more individual attention. 
 
    “Then, do that,” Kwarck suggested. 
 
    “If I do, then we’ll have a couple thousand decent swordsmen and seven thousand walking corpses. There’s not enough time.” 
 
    He looked out the window and spotted Suvene near the barn, sitting alone and staring south. As he looked at the young orc, an idea came to him. Crushaw excused himself and bolted from the table. As he opened the door, he grabbed his sword and strode straight at Suvene. As he approached, the orc looked at him and jumped to his feet, crouching in a defensive posture. 
 
    “I’m not here to fight you,” Crushaw said in orcish, tossing the sword at Suvene’s feet. 
 
    “What’s going on, Crushaw?” Kwarck asked in the common tongue, walking behind the old man. 
 
    “Please, leave us alone,” Crushaw responded to Kwarck, still speaking orcish so Suvene would know what he was saying. “Please.” 
 
    Kwarck stopped and moved back a couple of steps but held his ground. Crushaw focused his attention on Suvene, who was eyeing the sword at his feet. 
 
    “You have a choice,” the old man said. “You can take up that weapon and end my life right now, or you can help me.” 
 
    Suvene’s jaw muscles clenched, and he glared at Crushaw. 
 
    “You’re nearly my equal,” he continued. “Help me train these elves.” 
 
    “What?” Kwarck and Suvene exclaimed simultaneously. 
 
    “I can’t teach them alone.” 
 
    “They’ll kill him!” Kwarck shouted in orcish. 
 
    “No, they won’t,” Crushaw returned, holding eye contact with the orc. “First, there’s not one of them who could defeat him with a sword, and second, they will follow my orders.” 
 
    “You’re crazy,” Suvene said. “Why should I help you?” 
 
    “Yes, young master,” Crushaw said, smiling. “I probably am. It’s crazy to go into battle at my age and crazy to think I can train an army in three months.” 
 
    “You killed my friend,” Suvene hissed. 
 
    “Then, take up that sword and strike me dead.” 
 
    Suvene glanced down at the weapon. 
 
    “You have skills,” Crushaw said. “Twice, you almost bested me. You can do something to be proud of, or you can live out your life a fugitive, always glancing over your shoulder to see if your people have caught you yet.” 
 
    Suvene looked south briefly and then fixed his gaze on Crushaw. The old man held his stare and waited for a response. Part of him expected the orc to go for the sword, but after watching him in the fields, another part had faith that Suvene was too noble of heart for cold-blooded murder. The orc relaxed his stance and glanced at Kwarck. 
 
    “What do you think?” he asked his benefactor. 
 
    “It’s a terrible idea,” Kwarck said, shaking his head. “The elves will never trust an orc.” 
 
    “They’ll follow my orders,” Crushaw snarled. “And once they see your skills, they’ll want to learn from you.” 
 
    “Why are you asking me?” Suvene questioned, returning his gaze to the general. 
 
    “Because my options are limited, and I’m too old to do this alone.” 
 
    “I can’t support this,” Kwarck mumbled. 
 
    Crushaw turned to the wizard and stared at him, a cold, piercing stare that made Kwarck squirm where he stood. While Crushaw respected him for saving his life and giving him a home, he was enraged that twice now the wizard had openly questioned his judgment about leading an army. He took a deep breath and calmed himself before speaking: 
 
    “Do you want to lead the elves yourself?” 
 
    Kwarck shook his head. 
 
    “Can you teach them how to fight with swords?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Have I ever once questioned you about farming or healing?” 
 
    “No, you haven’t.” 
 
    “Then, stay out of this.” 
 
    “Suvene, do what you want,” Kwarck said, before turning and storming to the house. 
 
    Crushaw turned back to Suvene and waited for an answer. He didn’t care if Kwarck was upset or not. He hadn’t escaped from slavery, survived the wilds alone on foot, and risen through the ranks of the Northern Army because he worried about what others thought of him. He did those things because of his willingness to take chances that more timid people shied away from. Kwarck would either get over it or not, and at that moment, Crushaw didn’t care which. Leadership had little to do with popularity. It was about making hard choices and imposing one’s will on others. Right now, in order for the elves to win this battle, he needed Suvene’s help because he simply couldn’t teach them alone. 
 
    “I’ll help you on one condition,” the orc said, each word staccato. 
 
    Crushaw remained silent, waiting for the condition. 
 
    “If I do this, you fight me one more time.” 
 
    Crushaw smiled and reached out his hand to shake on the deal. 
 
    “So you’ll face me again?” Suvene asked, shaking the old man’s calloused hand. 
 
    “Yes,” Crushaw replied. “But like I told you the last time, if you raise a sword against me again, I’ll end your life.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    “Finish in the fields today, and be ready at first light tomorrow. I’ll have a sword for you.” 
 
    With that, Crushaw picked up his sword and returned to the house to finish his lunch. Inside, Kwarck sat in silence, moving food around on his plate but not eating. Crushaw sat and grabbed his fork. He had to get back to the elves soon and didn’t have time to discuss this matter any further anyway, so he ate quickly, making small talk with Stahloor and Alysea. The elves chatted with him but kept glancing at Kwarck uncomfortably. When he finished his meal, Crushaw thanked all three of them for the meal and excused himself again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you’re up to this?” Crushaw asked Suvene in the faint light of morning. 
 
    “Are you sure they’ll follow your orders?” 
 
    “Without question.” 
 
    “Okay then,” Suvene said. “What exactly do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Teach them all you’ve learned about swordplay.” 
 
    Suvene nodded, and the old man pointed out the captains and leaders who were approaching from their campsites. Crushaw instructed him not to talk but to be ready to duel when he gave the signal. Suvene gripped the pommel of his sword and stood at order, ready to raise his guard at a moment’s notice. Inside, Crushaw smiled at the orc’s obedience, but his face remained an iron mask, emotionless and cold, offering no invitation for debate as the elves assembled in front of him. 
 
    “As you can see, we have a guest,” he spoke in elvish, his voice as firm as his expression. “He is to be respected as you respect me, and also obeyed the same. Does anyone have an issue with that?” 
 
    The elves shuffled where they stood but didn’t speak. 
 
    “Was my question unclear?” 
 
    “No, sir,” the elves responded meekly. 
 
    “Then, why am I waiting for a response?” 
 
    “As you command,” the third swordsman said, bowing. “I’ll see to it personally.” 
 
    “Good. Now, step forward and draw your blade.” 
 
    As the elf unsheathed his sword, Suvene raised his to middle guard, and Crushaw stepped away to give them room. The pair circled each other, studying one another for a flaw. The elf attacked first, flashing in with a series of horizontal slashes that the orc parried without difficulty. Then, the elf backed away and reversed the direction of his circle. Suvene matched his movements, his footwork flawless on the dew-slick grass. 
 
    The elf charged again, raking at the orc’s hands, but again Suvene parried each strike, this time responding with a defensive rake that cut the elf’s forearm. Sensing an opening, the orc attacked, thrusting at his foe, but the elf avoided the thrust and switched to high guard, blood trickling down his left arm. From high guard, he slashed diagonally, and the orc blocked the blow and, with a flick of his wrists, sent the elf’s sword flying from his hands. Once his foe was disarmed, Suvene stepped back but remained ready in middle guard. 
 
    “Very good,” Crushaw said, stepping between them as the elf went for his blade. “Now, take this orc to your camp and, after breakfast, spend the morning learning his footwork. Find your captain, and the three of you get moving. I’ll see to the other groups.” 
 
    He turned to Suvene and explained in orcish that Suvene was to follow the elves and train them until lunch. The orc hesitated for a moment, a hint of fear on his face, but Crushaw assured him that all would be well. The orc nodded slightly and joined the elf he had just defeated who had motioned for his captain and was crossing the open field to his campsite. Crushaw turned his attention to the remaining elves. 
 
    “That orc will work with one camp a day until you are decent swordsmen. If anyone attempts to hurt him, that elf will be dealt with by me. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes, general,” the elves responded in unison. 
 
    “After breakfast, I want your archers shooting at one hundred yards, and all others training with swords. Again, I’ll come to each camp.” 
 
    The elves turned to disperse, but Crushaw called to the second swordsman, the female Loorish elf whose face was so familiar to him. She came forward and bowed. 
 
    “Were we slaves together?” Crushaw asked, motioning for her to rise from the bow. 
 
    “I’ve never been in bondage,” she returned, her expression as stoic as his. 
 
    “How do I know you, then?” 
 
    “We haven’t met before two weeks ago,” she said. “But you know my son.” 
 
    Crushaw studied her face and thought for a moment. Then, it came to him, and he exclaimed: 
 
    “Roskin!” 
 
    “You saved his life,” she said, nodding. “For that, I owe you mine.” 
 
    “Please, tell me your name,” Crushaw said, his voice softening. 
 
    “I’m Sylva of the Loorish Forest.” 
 
    “Roskin’s mother,” Crushaw said, bowing himself. “I’m honored.” 
 
    “May I ask one question freely?” 
 
    Crushaw nodded. 
 
    “What’s this business with the orc?” 
 
    “You saw his skills. I can make you an army, but he can make you warriors.” 
 
    “We don’t accept outsiders easily, especially not orcs or humans. You’re a rare exception because of your reputation from what you did on the Slithsythe and at Hard Hope.” 
 
    “What is my reputation?” Crushaw asked, half smiling. 
 
    “They say you are immortal. You cannot die in battle.” 
 
    “If only that were true,” Crushaw mumbled, staring into the distance. “What do you think?” 
 
    “We’re lucky you lead us, now,” Sylva responded. “And I have sensed that Roskin holds you in the highest esteem. That’s enough for me.” 
 
    “I have a job for you, if you’re interested.” 
 
    Sylva nodded slightly, indicating her curiosity. 
 
    “I need a second, someone I can trust to carry out orders.” 
 
    “But you don’t know me.” 
 
    “I know your son. That’s enough for me.” 
 
    “That means more to me than I can tell you,” Sylva said, her eyes filling with moisture. “But I didn’t raise him.” 
 
    “My mother didn’t get to raise me, either,” Crushaw responded, holding out his hand to shake. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, gripping his hand. 
 
    “Head back to your camp and start them on drills. I have something to take care of before joining you.” 
 
    She saluted him and hurried off to her group. Crushaw headed for the field where Kwarck gathered the harvest. They hadn’t spoken since the previous day, and while in the moment, Crushaw had felt justified in what he’d said, now that he had thought about it, he needed to make things right with the wizard. All of them had to work together if they were to have any hope of winning this battle, and that meant he had to apologize for disrespecting his friend on his own land. 
 
    Kwarck looked up from his cornstalk as Crushaw approached but turned away and moved on to the next plant. The old man moved to another stalk and pulled off a ripe ear. He tossed it into Kwarck’s basket and then pulled another, the stem snapping with a loud crack. Kwarck continued to ignore him, instead focusing on his labor. Crushaw finished picking his current plant before speaking: 
 
    “Tell me about my parents.” 
 
    “Your father was a fine warrior, not an ounce of disobedience in him,” Kwarck said, moving to the next plant. “Your mother was more head-strong.” 
 
    Crushaw smiled, stroking a leaf on a cornstalk. 
 
    “What else do you want to know? I’m quite busy.” 
 
    “I’ve often wondered how my life would’ve been if they’d raised me, if I’d had a normal childhood.” 
 
    “Look,” Kwarck said, turning to face him, his face a veneer of pain and anger. “I have to get these crops in. I really don’t have time for idle chit-chat.” 
 
    “But then, if my life had unfolded any other way,” Crushaw continued. “I wouldn’t be standing here with you right now. I wouldn’t have the skills to lead your army, so I guess what I’m saying is that everything in our lives has led us to today, to this moment in this cornfield, and I wouldn’t trade this day for anything.” 
 
    Kwarck’s face softened. 
 
    “You’re my friend,” Crushaw persisted. “And I’m grateful for all you’ve given me. My ways aren’t often tactful, and I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I watched the duel this morning,” Kwarck said. “You’re right about Suvene.” 
 
    “All I ask is that you trust me. I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    Kwarck nodded and held out his hand. Crushaw shook it and smiled at his friend. Kwarck returned the smile and thanked him for the apology. The old man took a deep breath and sighed. For the first time since the elves had arrived, he felt confident everything would come together. With Suvene helping train them and Roskin’s mother serving as his second, he could focus more on preparing them for the tactics he wanted to employ. Mending his friendship with Kwarck meant more than both, however, for without the wizard’s support, he couldn’t truly be in charge of the army. He had known enough elves on the plantation to know how deep their bond was. They would eventually feel the rift, and his influence over them would slip. More than that, though, he needed Kwarck’s friendship because before he left for this battle, he needed to know that he had somewhere to call home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Fulfilling Obligations 
 
      
 
    Leinjar stopped on a crest of the trail overlooking the gate to the Tredjard kingdom. After a few more feet, there could be no turning back, and as he listened to the birds singing in the scrub pines on the mountainside, he almost turned around. He couldn’t remember how many years he had been gone, fifteen or sixteen, maybe more, but to Tredjards, no amount of time could eclipse the bearing of a grudge. As a boy, he had heard a story from his father about the long memories of his people. 
 
    Jorland the Coward had fled from duty during a battle and had hid in the mountains for forty years. As old age overtook him, he had longed to see his birthplace once more, so he had ventured back into the kingdom, expecting to have been forgotten. At the gate, the guards had been trained to interrogate everyone, especially returning Tredjards, for few dark beards ventured out of the kingdom willingly. Those trying to come back were usually outcasts unwelcome among their kin, and during the five hour interrogation, Jorland had slipped up and used his real name. 
 
    He was delivered to the king, who hadn’t been born when Jorland had abandoned his post, and despite the passage of forty years, he had been executed for his cowardice. As he had told the tale, Leinjar’s father, himself a veteran of many battles missing an arm, had stressed to the down-bearded young Tredjard the value of courage and the penalty for spinelessness. Death in battle left one in honorable standing. Failure to fulfill one’s duty was unspeakable shame. To Tredjards, no gray area existed, and now, much like Jorland the Coward, Leinjar would have to face the guards’ interrogation, one he himself had been trained to administer. 
 
    He looked at his two companions, whose faces hid any excitement they may have felt at returning home. One had been in the cage when he arrived and had survived hundreds of leisure slave battles. The other had only arrived a few years back but had fought valiantly on the Slithsythe, at Hard Hope, and in the logging town. Both deserved better than to be executed for his shame. He asked them if they were certain they wanted to enter the kingdom with him, and both nodded, so Leinjar mustered up his courage and continued down the dirt path. 
 
    The gate rose from the mountainside like a warning to turn back, its stone and steel fortifications offering no hint of hospitality. Even on this border, far from any threat of orcs or the Great Empire, the bars were thick and sturdy, and crossbows peeked through the slots, always watching for a threat. As he neared the gate, Leinjar held out his palms and advanced slowly, anticipating the order to halt. His last opportunity to turn back was gone, for the crossbows shifted positions, trained on him and the other two. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The sergeant at the Ghaldeon gate, as it was known, peered through the slots and watched the three Tredjards moving down the trail. They were dirty and unkempt, their beards and hair tangled, matted, and greasy with no beard clip to signify rank. Their clothes were a beggar’s rags, and they looked thin and aged beyond their years. However, their weapons, orcish pikes, were battle-tested and well-maintained. If any Tredjards seeking re-entry to the kingdom fit the profile of unwelcome outcasts, these three were it, and the sergeant told his troops to ready themselves for trouble. 
 
    “That’s far enough,” he called, stopping the three ten yards from the gate. “State your business.” 
 
    “We seek an audience with the king on behalf of the Kiredurks,” the middle one said, his eyes those of a madman. 
 
    “That so?” the sergeant scoffed. “You’re the best those weaklings could find to send?” 
 
    “We’ve covered many miles. Please, forgive our appearance.” 
 
    “Lie to me, and we’ll fill you with bolts. Where did you get those weapons, dark beard?” 
 
    “The orc plantation from which we escaped, sergeant.” 
 
    “How do you know my rank?” 
 
    “I once wore the same clip.” 
 
    The sergeant turned to his archers, who shrugged in confusion. He looked back at the crazy-eyed dwarf: 
 
    “Your name, then?” 
 
    “I’m Leinjar, Sergeant of the Torjhien and Stoljehn gate.” 
 
    The sergeant turned back to his archers, whose expressions had changed from confusion to bewilderment. Surely, he had misheard the dwarf. Only a fool would appear at the gate, using that name to gain entrance. He asked the archers if they had heard him, too, and they nodded. 
 
    “Say again,” the sergeant called through the bars. 
 
    “My name is Leinjar.” 
 
    “What should I do?” the sergeant whispered to the dwarf beside him. 
 
    “It can’t be him,” the archer whispered back. 
 
    “I’ll give the scum this much,” another archer said. “He has guts.” 
 
    “What should I do?” the sergeant repeated. 
 
    “Call the captain,” the first archer said. 
 
    “Good idea,” the sergeant whispered. Then, through the bars he called, “You three wait right there.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The captain left the interrogation room and looked at his sergeant. For two hours, he had grilled the outcast, trying to make him reveal his true identity, but the dwarf’s story never changed. Though the facts fit, he couldn’t believe that this dwarf, dirty, gaunt, and pungent as he was, had ever served in the Tredjard military. They prided themselves too much on discipline and order. And then, there were his eyes. Surely, this dwarf was simply a lunatic using that name in some misguided attempt to return to the kingdom. The sergeant shrugged at him. 
 
    “It can’t be him,” the captain said, scratching his beard. 
 
    “What if it is?” the sergeant asked. “Think of the reward we’ll get for taking him to the king.” 
 
    “Let me see those weapons again,” the captain said, ignoring his sergeant. 
 
    The pikes had been hung on hooks in the tunnel, and the captain traced his fingers along the markings. They were authentic orcish pikes, but the captain couldn’t believe the story the outcast had told of escaping from a plantation. Ogres, humans, and elves overthrowing slave masters in a revolt. The notion itself was preposterous. Still, the weapons were real, for he had once fought along the front lines and had seen their like before firsthand. His only choice was to take this lunatic before the king for judgment. 
 
    “Sergeant, you’ll be in charge of the gate while I’m gone.” 
 
    The sergeant saluted, grinning at the opportunity. 
 
    “Assemble a team of five for me while I gather my things. Tell them to be ready to travel in one hour.” 
 
    “If it is him,” the sergeant said. “Don’t forget I’m the one who first found him.” 
 
    “And when it’s not, I won’t forget, either.” 
 
    The sergeant’s smile faded as he contemplated the ramifications of that possibility. The captain laughed and slapped him on the shoulder. Then, he turned and walked to his quarters to tell his family that he would be leaving for the capital. They would want to travel with him, but he would have to deny them this time, for while these Tredjards were filthy and ragged, they also had an air of danger about them. The risk was too great for his family to travel in the presence of dwarves such as these. His wife would be angry, and his children would pout, but he would rather face that than gamble with their lives. As he followed the tunnel towards home, he wondered to himself what would happen if this dwarf turned out to be Leinjar. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Molgheon knelt and examined the tracks along the road. She had followed Torkdohn down the mountain, but near the base, he had been picked up by a wagon. She had been following its path through the mountains for two weeks as it snaked into the conquered lands, heading towards Sturdeon. She had already passed Murkdolm and was grateful to have gotten by it without being spotted, but she was low on rations and needed rest. However, she feared losing the wagon’s trail if she slowed her pace or stopped in a village for supplies. She rose from the ground and continued on the path, satisfied she was still following the right tracks. 
 
    Her best guess was that the wagon belonged to another slave trader who recognized the old dwarf. Another possibility was that the Great Empire had captured him and planned to imprison him in Sturdeon, but she hadn’t gotten close enough to see the wagon, so both were just guesses. By her best reckoning, it was a full day ahead of her but traveled slowly, for it hadn’t put any significant distance between them in two weeks. That’s what made her suspect a slave trader. Those villains usually crept along, watching for stray dwarves to capture. 
 
    Her face had healed quite a bit, but the long scabs on her cheeks told her she would have prominent scars. Leinjar and the others had arrived just in time, though, and she was grateful to still have her fingers intact. Had they been one minute later, she would have been as helpless as Bressard, unable to fight or hunt for herself anymore. She wasn’t ready to face that future just yet, and as she pushed herself along the path, she reminded herself that Torkdohn had to pay for his crimes, both against Roskin and herself. Those thoughts kept her marching, despite the pains in her feet and back. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Captain Polmere watched his troops train for the spring assault on the Kiredurk gate. They would camp in this valley for at least six months, living off the bounty of the farms and surviving the winter. When the thaws came, they would march up the slope, hauling their battering rams to smash through the stone and iron. Around the same time, General Strauteefe would attack the eastern gate, and before summer, they would meet in Dorkhun to capture the kingdom. Once they controlled the Kiredurk resources, they would turn their attention back to the ogres, hopefully crushing their forces once and for all before the winter snows returned. 
 
    At Black Rock Fortress, four regiments trained to attack the ogres from the south. As those 20,000 troops pushed north, General Strauteefe would attack from the west, using the eastern gate as his launching point. Captain Polmere hoped to be part of that campaign, and if all went well on this front, he would request a station directly serving Strauteefe. He knew the general had trained under Crushaw and was revered as the greatest living general in the Great Empire. The captain wanted to learn as much as he could from Strauteefe before assuming his own command as a general. 
 
    His aide beckoned for his attention, so he turned and motioned him forward. The aide delivered news of several platoons of Kiredurks that had marched onto the trail in the open. Captain Polmere looked up at Mount Gagneesh and, though he couldn’t make out any figures, saw sunlight glittering off metal. He thanked his aide and requested his horse. The young man disappeared and then returned moments later, leading his horse by its bridle. The captain mounted and rode in the direction of General Mongaham’s tent. 
 
    Inside the tent, the general entertained several officers, passing around a jug of whiskey and telling a story about capturing Ghaldeons during the Resistance. The men roared with laughter as he described the dwarves’ fear, but the amusement was as much from the alcohol as the tale. Captain Polmere gritted his teeth at the scene and saluted his general. 
 
    “Pull up a chair,” General Mongaham said, motioning for the jug passed to the captain. 
 
    Polmere declined both offers and apologized for interrupting the story. 
 
    “Nonsense,” the general said before taking a swig. “They’ve heard it a dozen times.” 
 
    The captain explained what he had learned about the Kiredurks appearing on the trail and waited as the general, who sat sprawled in his seat, scratched his chest. The other officers continued to pass around the jug. 
 
    “What are my orders?” Captain Polmere asked, growing impatient. 
 
    “You see, gentlemen,” the general said to the officers. “All business, just like I said. Keep an eye on this one. He’s ambitious.” 
 
    “I’m just doing my duty, sir,” the captain said, staring down. 
 
    “Duty, yes, duty,” the general said, chuckling. “I meant no offense, but you simply must learn to relax.” 
 
    The other officers laughed, muttering their own jibes at the captain. Polmere remained silent, waiting for an answer. 
 
    “How many dwarves did you say?” the general asked, growing serious. 
 
    “Several platoons, according to the scouts.” 
 
    “So I’m safe to assume less than a thousand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The general belched loudly, which caused another round of laughter among the officers. 
 
    “And what kind of threat do they pose?” the general continued. 
 
    “No threat, sir, but I think we should engage them nonetheless.” 
 
    “See, burning with ambition.” 
 
    “He’ll be Emperor Polmere, one day,” an officer called, causing the group to roar again. 
 
    The captain ground his back teeth, fighting against the anger rising in his chest. 
 
    “What good will it do to engage these dwarves on the slope?” General Mongaham asked. 
 
    “There’s obviously a reason for them to have exited the gate,” the captain said. “We should learn that reason.” 
 
    The general gathered himself erect in his seat and leaned forward. The officers stifled their laughter, but occasionally snickered as the general stared the captain, who stared back fiercely. 
 
    “You’ve not seen many battles, have you?” the general asked. 
 
    “None, yet, sir.” 
 
    Several snickers broke out from his candor, and Captain Polmere suddenly felt foolish. 
 
    “If these dwarves march down to face us, you have my permission to slaughter them en masse, but as long as they are high up, please, don’t worry about trifles.” 
 
    The captain nodded, staring at the worn rug under the general’s chair. 
 
    “You’re a fine soldier, but you must execute my plan. We don’t go up that slope until spring. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good. Now, either join us for a drink or back to your duties.” 
 
    The captain thanked the general for the offer but excused himself and started for the exit. 
 
    “Good day, Emperor,” one officer said, standing and saluting. 
 
    Thunderous laughter erupted from the group, including the general, and Captain Polmere hurried from the tent and to his horse, squinting as his eyes readjusted to sunlight. Twice now, he had come to the general with serious concerns, only to be treated like an imbecile each time. Not one of those officers, the general as well, were half the soldier he was, yet somehow he felt small and insignificant riding back to his post. Part of him accepted that the general had more experience than he, but mostly, he believed the general had grown complacent from too many years of overseeing a conquered people. Perhaps in his youth, the general had been a focused soldier, but now, he cared more for drink and entertainment than the task at hand. The Kiredurks were up to something on that slope, and Polmere wanted to know what, but as a dutiful captain, he would not go against his general’s wishes. Instead, he dismounted at his station and stared at the slope as his aide returned the horse to the stable. Soon, his opportunity to prove himself would be at hand, and when it presented itself, he would rise to the challenge. 
 
    When his aide returned, the captain asked him to fetch his personal scout. The aide saluted and hurried off again, and as he waited, Polmere continued to stare at the slope, where glints of sunlight sparkled off armor and weapons. Tactically, it made no sense to him for the dwarves to leave the safety of their gate, so they must be planning something. When his scout arrived, the captain ordered him to ride east and search those mountains for any sign of an ambush. 
 
    “Take as many scouts and trackers as you can,” the captain said. “Watch for any signs of a new tunnel or path we don’t know about. Be thorough.” 
 
    “As you wish,” the scout said, saluting and then turning for the stable. 
 
    The general might have grown complacent, but Captain Polmere would stand resolute in his duty. If these dwarves were planning an ambush, he would learn of it and prepare. The others could squander their lives on alcohol and leisure, but he was ambitious. Their jokes and dismissal of him only fueled his desires. After this campaign, he would become a general, the youngest in the history of the Great Empire, and one day, children at the academy would study his record in awe. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    The Trials of Bordorn 
 
      
 
    Butterflies filled Bordorn’s stomach, and his palm sweated as he waited to be called before King Johreon the Red. Roskin and the others were forbidden from attending this initial meeting, and Bordorn had been stripped of all his weapons, including his shield. Standing in the antechamber in clothes soiled from the earthquake and the flight from Dorkhun, he felt inappropriately attired for a meeting of such importance. His education has taught him propriety, and as a Ghaldeon noble, he wished he had more stately clothes to greet the king. 
 
    A heavily-armed page appeared from the court and summoned him inside. Across the room, King Johreon the Red sat on his throne, a high-backed palladium structure with thick cushions and ornate carvings. On either side of the king, his most trusted aids sat facing Bordorn, their expressions grave and unmerciful. The page motioned for Bordorn to move forward, and he obeyed, walking to the center of the room and kneeling. As he did, his left arm slipped off his leg and dangled in the air. He attempted moving it back onto his thigh, but in that position, with his right arm bracing him for support, he couldn’t maneuver the nub onto his bent leg. Bordorn’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment. 
 
    “So you are my cousin from the east,” King Johreon said. “Please, rise.” 
 
    Bordorn stood and faced the king, whose red beard showed no traces of gray. 
 
    “Have you come to contest my throne?” 
 
    “What?” Bordorn asked, incredulous. 
 
    The king stared at him, his eyes piercing. 
 
    “No,” Bordorn said, tripping over the words as he spoke rapidly. “You are the rightful leader of the Ghaldeon tribes. My family has always supported your rule.” 
 
    “I’m just teasing, cousin,” the king said, laughing and slapping the marble table. “You should see your face.” 
 
    “Well, now that you mention it,” Bordorn said, smiling in relief. 
 
    “It’s good to meet you, Bordorn. I always hoped you would leave the Kiredurks and move here.” 
 
    “Actually, I left them many years ago, settling in the Snivegohn Valley. That’s what brings me here today.” 
 
    “Oh, really? Please, explain.” 
 
    Bordorn carefully explained the story he and Roskin had rehearsed, describing how the Great Empire had overrun the valley and how his small militia had been driven onto Mount Lokholme to hide. The king listened intently as he told of Kraganere’s pledge to send troops and how Roskin had risked his own life to reach Bordorn and the militia to deliver the pledge. When Bordorn finished the story, he expected a barrage of questions, but instead, the king simply sighed. 
 
    “Everyone but Bordorn, leave this room at once,” he said forcefully. 
 
    One of the advisors protested, but the king silenced her with a sharp stare. The advisors rose from their seats and filed out the rear entrance. The king told his page to leave as well, and the soldier saluted and stepped into the antechamber, closing the door behind him. When the room had emptied save the two of them, the king exhaled and slumped in his throne. 
 
    “You’ve come to me nobly, my kin,” Johreon said. “You’ve obviously fought valiantly, and for that, I’m proud of you.” 
 
    Bordorn glanced at his left arm and dirty clothes then up at the king. 
 
    “But you’ve come to me during hard times. Our lands are troubled, cousin.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Come, sit beside me,” the king said, patting the chair to his right. 
 
    Bordorn circled around the marble slab and sat in the cushioned seat. Johreon looked him in the eyes, and Bordorn returned the gaze, smiling. As he smiled, the king’s face melted from an expression of strength and leadership to one of stress and fatigue. Bordorn reached out and gripped the king’s right hand, and moisture filled the king’s eyes. 
 
    “My rule is failing, cousin. Our people are broken and fragmented.” 
 
    “What’s happened?” 
 
    “For starters, some of the outlying towns have stopped recognizing my authority and are being run by local thugs.” 
 
    “Horseshoe Bend one of them?” Bordorn asked. 
 
    “The worst. It’s run by an upstart named Alganeon who lusts for power. He’s building his own militia and forming alliances with other towns. One day soon, he’ll come for my throne. Have you heard of him?” 
 
    “We made his acquaintance.” 
 
    “You’re lucky to have survived. He’s wicked and sly. Whenever I’ve sent troops to capture him, his sentries warn him, and he slips off before we can surround the town.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, my king. I had no idea.” 
 
    “It’s worse. To the west, some great evil grows in the mountains. It’s killing many cattle, and all troops I’ve sent to investigate have never returned. The people are losing faith in my ability to rule.” 
 
    “What is this evil?” 
 
    “No one knows for certain. Some say it’s a monster roaming the slopes. Others have seen a crazed elf wandering there and believe he’s the culprit. All I know is that my soldiers are too scared to travel into those mountains and find it.” 
 
    Bordorn stared at the floor, searching for something to say. 
 
    “I know you’ve come to ask for troops, but as things stand, I have none to offer under these circumstances.” 
 
    “I understand,” Bordorn mumbled, his stomach sinking. 
 
    “However, I’ll make you a deal. If you and your friends can capture Alganeon and his inner circle and then destroy whatever evil this is to the west, I’ll give you all the troops I can spare.” 
 
    “Can you send troops to help us with Alganeon?” 
 
    “No, if he sees any of my soldiers, he’ll sneak out of town and hide like he always does.” 
 
    Bordorn thought about the twenty soldiers who had surrounded Krondious and him and the other ten who had entered the inn. Eight against thirty wasn’t easy odds, but then, he thought about Krondious, the Kiredurk who had slain three ogres without breaking a sweat and also killed a troll with one strike of his axe. Between his might and Roskin’s skill, the odds didn’t seem so daunting, so he found himself agreeing to the deal before even realizing he had done so. 
 
    “Excellent, cousin,” the king said, his face lifting from the expression of sorrow. Then, he called for his page. The dwarf entered from the antechamber, and the king spoke sternly, “Give these dwarves back their weapons and enough rations to reach Horseshoe Bend.” The page bowed and waited for Bordorn. 
 
    “What should we do with Alganeon?” Bordorn asked. 
 
    “Bring him to me. Dead or alive. It makes no difference. Now, get moving.” 
 
    Bordorn nodded and followed the page out of the court. The Ghaldeons and Krondious would be pleased with the opportunity to face Alganeon again so soon, but Bordorn wasn’t sure how Roskin would react. Time was already against them, and this task was only the first they had to complete. The Kiredurk might not understand why they would have to spend so much time helping the Ghaldeon king, but Bordorn believed he had made the right choice. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After Bordorn left, the king summoned his advisors back into the court. They took their seats and stared at him. He sat in silence, a smile stretching his red beard. 
 
    “What was that all about?” one asked. 
 
    “Killing three birds with one stone,” the king said. “The fool thinks I bought his story about the Snivegohn Militia. What a load of nonsense! Like we didn’t already know about the Great Empire taking the valley and preparing to attack the Kiredurks.” 
 
    “What’s the plan?” another advisor asked. 
 
    “First, they’ll subdue Alganeon for us. Then, I’m sending them to Mount Delkhun to investigate.” 
 
    “The thing?” 
 
    “Yes. Even if they succeed with Alganeon, the thing will do them in, and not only will the last of the house of Logruhk have no claim to this throne, the Kiredurks will be repaid for their treachery during the Resistance.” 
 
    “But what if the Great Empire crosses Mount Lokholme?” 
 
    “Then, they will face the might of our army on our slopes. The Great Empire is no threat to us here.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    At the armory, Bordorn explained to the group the deal he had struck. As predicted, the Ghaldeons and Krondious slapped him on the back and cheered the news, but Roskin hung his head and didn’t speak. Bordorn moved beside him and extended his hand. 
 
    “It’s the best I could do,” he said. 
 
    Reluctantly, Roskin shook his hand and nodded. 
 
    “We need to get moving,” Bordorn added. 
 
    “First, we need clubs,” Roskin said. 
 
    “Clubs?” Krondious asked, his hand rubbing his axe. 
 
    “Yes, clubs. We’re not drawing blades on our kin.” 
 
    “But we’re already outnumbered,” Krestreon said, his voice rising an octave. 
 
    “I don’t care. We subdue them, not kill them.” 
 
    “Can you lend us clubs?” Bordorn asked the page. He had known Roskin long enough to know his obstinance. 
 
    The page shrugged, a bemused expression on his face. He opened a cabinet, retrieved eight clubs, and passed them to the group. 
 
    “This the biggest you got?” Krondious asked, looking at the stick. 
 
    The page nodded and closed the cabinet. Then, he led them to the pantry, where they gathered rations for the trip. Finally, he showed them to the stable where their horses had been fed, watered, and groomed. The Ghaldeons took the bridles and led them from the stable, turning down the road back to Horseshoe Bend. Bordorn trailed behind the group a few feet, hoping he had made the right choice by accepting this deal. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roskin stopped them just before the bridge and explained that they would leave their horses there and march into town, armed only with the clubs. On the way out of Kehldeon, Krondious had exchanged his club for an axe handle with a merchant who didn’t want to make the trade but also didn’t want to argue with the thick-chested white beard. They would walk down the middle of the broad street and stop near the inn. Roskin explained that the thugs would try to surround them, so he wanted the Ghaldeons to guard their rear, while he, Bordorn and Krondious would take on any in front of them. 
 
    Bordorn adjusted the shield on his left arm and then picked up his club with his right. He gripped the handle with his sweaty palm and walked between Roskin and Krondious. The Ghaldeons followed them, and Bordorn glanced back at them. Krestreon nodded at him and grinned, and Bordorn nodded back, but he was too nervous to smile. In the safety of Kehldeon, this idea had seemed simple enough, but now, on the rutted street of Horseshoe Bend, it seemed foolish to willingly face such overwhelming odds, especially armed only with fancy sticks. He wished he had demanded the king send troops with them for backup. 
 
    As they neared the inn, the same group of dwarves sat on the porch, and again, at the sight of them, one jumped up and scurried off to another building. This time, however, two rushed into the inn. Roskin motioned for the group to stop and fan out. He and Krondious moved close to opposite edges of the porch, leaving Bordorn alone in the middle, and the Ghaldeons turned around and also fanned out. After a few moments, well-armed dwarves appeared from the other building and approached them. The three remaining on the porch rose from their seats and walked in front of where Bordorn faced. Within seconds, they were completely surrounded, not by thirty but closer to forty heavily armed dwarves. 
 
    “You flea beards don’t listen too well,” Alganeon called from the inn’s porch. 
 
    “Tell these dwarves to lay down their weapons,” Roskin responded. “And we’ll only deliver you to the king. 
 
    “Not only can’t you hear,” Alganeon said, laughing. “You don’t see so well, either. This time, we throw your corpses in the river for the fish.” 
 
    “Last chance,” Roskin growled. 
 
    Bordorn raised his shield and readied his club. The thugs drew their swords into low guard, the afternoon sun glinting off the metal. A bead of sweat dripped from Bordorn’s nose, and he glanced at Krondious, who leaned on his axe handle like he was taking a break from a leisurely stroll. Astounded by the Kiredurk’s nerves, Bordorn refocused on the dwarves directly across from him. They glared at him without a trace of mercy in their eyes. 
 
    Alganeon yelled for his troops to attack, and suddenly, all became a torrent of motions and sounds. Bordorn braced for the assault, moving his shield to block the strikes of the three who reached him first. The swords thudded against the metal within a heartbeat of each other, and the force of their blows drove him back a step. As they recovered to strike again, he swung his club at the one to his right, hitting the dwarf firmly in the shoulder. The brown-bearded dwarf winced from the impact and staggered back, but the other two slashed again. Bordorn blocked them again, but before he could counter, they hacked at his shield again, this time driving him back another step. 
 
    He swung wildly at them but missed, which left him off-balance. They raised their swords to high guard and slashed downward. He raised his shield just in time to block both blows, but his arm stung from absorbing all the hits. He scrambled backwards and regained his footing, but the thugs were relentless, charging him again. This time, they swung from opposite directions, and he blocked one with his shield and the other with his club. His breath came in heavy gulps, and his legs had grown cumbersome. To make matters worse, the third had recovered from the hit to his shoulder and was charging forward. Bordorn stiffened for the onslaught, hoping his strength would hold out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As soon as Alganeon spoke, Krondious sprang forward, swinging his handle in sweeping arc with his right hand. He struck two Ghaldeons in their faces with his first swing, crumpling them to the ground. Then, with his left hand, he backhanded a third, knocking him off-balance. Before the dwarf could recover, Krondious jabbed him in the mouth with the handle, and the dwarf collapsed. The others charging him stopped mid-stride and backpedaled away. One stumbled on a rut and fell on his backside. Krondious kicked him in the head, knocking him out, before charging the other three. 
 
    With three quick blasts from the axe handle, he took care of them before they could react and turned to check on Roskin. Seeing that the heir was handling his group with ease, he then found Bordorn, who had three dwarves overwhelming him. Krondious sprinted to his friend and, swinging as hard as he could, broke the leg of the first one he reached. Screaming in agony, the dwarf collapsed into the next one. Bordorn gathered himself and struck the third one in the side of the head. The dwarf slumped backwards and fell to the ground. 
 
    “Stay down,” Bordorn said to the second one, who was trying to push his wounded friend off of him. 
 
    The dwarf dropped his sword, and Bordorn kicked it from his reach. Krondious looked at the five Ghaldeons and saw that they needed help, so he asked if Bordorn was okay. He nodded, gasping for breath. Krondious patted him on the shoulder and then raced to the Ghaldeons. The thugs were encircling them, so he drove into them, swinging wildly. The first three he struck tumbled to the street in awkward clumps, and the others froze from surprise, giving the freed slaves an opportunity to attack. Within moments, the battle was settled. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As soon as he finished off the last thug, Roskin looked at the inn, searching for Alganeon. The dwarf had fled the porch, and Roskin spotted him ducking down an alley. The Kiredurk sprinted after him. From living above ground for hundreds of years, Ghaldeons were good runners, but Roskin was half-elf and a foot taller than Alganeon. No dwarf had ever beaten him in a foot race, and he caught the fleeing magistrate easily. Roskin shouted for him to halt, and the dwarf drew his sword and turned on the Kiredurk. Roskin stopped and crouched into a defensive posture. 
 
    “Give it up,” he said, readying his club. 
 
    “This is my town,” Alganeon returned, feigning with his sword. 
 
    “Not anymore. Lay down your weapon.” 
 
    Alganeon attacked, a clumsy, desperate thrust that Roskin sidestepped. As the Ghaldeon stumbled from the miss, Roskin jabbed him in his exposed ribs with the club. The dwarf howled from the pain and collapsed to his hands and knees. Roskin pounced on his back and pulled the club against Alganeon’s windpipe, gripping each end. The magistrate struggled briefly but soon crumpled to the dirt. Roskin knocked his sword out of reach and searched him for more weapons. He removed two daggers from the dwarf’s belt and tucked them in his own. Then, he rifled through Alganeon’s pockets until he found a large bag of coins. He rose from the prone dwarf and gripped the bag with his left hand. 
 
    “On your feet,” he snarled, holding the club in a striking position with his right. 
 
    Coughing and sputtering from the choke hold, Alganeon managed to stand. Roskin led him back to the inn, where Bordorn had the others tying up the dazed troops. Many dwarves had appeared from surrounding buildings and gawked at the scene. Kohldorn had also emerged from the inn and stood on the porch, smiling broadly. Roskin shoved Alganeon at Krondious, who grabbed the Ghaldeon and held him fast while one of the freed slaves bound his wrists. 
 
    “You pissed off the wrong dwarves,” Krondious snarled. 
 
    Alganeon hung his head, disbelief and shame on his face. 
 
    “Lucky for you we only had sticks,” Krondious continued. 
 
    “That’s enough,” Roskin barked. “Gather their weapons and put them in a pile. All of you make sure their the ropes are secure and keep an eye on them.” 
 
    Roskin turned to Kohldorn and asked him to join him in the tavern. Once inside, Roskin dumped the bag of coins on the table and sorted through them, picking out the ones he recognized as his. Then, he scraped the remaining money back into the bag and handed it to the barkeep. 
 
    “I’m certain these belong to the dwarves of this town. Will you make sure they’re divided evenly?” 
 
    “With pleasure,” Kohldorn replied. “He also has a safe next door and keeps the key in his boot. There’s no telling how much he’s stashed in there.” 
 
    “Rotten scum.” 
 
    “I knew you’d return. The moment I saw you, I knew you weren’t a coward.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, but my friends are the ones you should praise. They’re the reason we came back.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but you’re their leader. In all my years, I’ve never seen anyone fight like you and that white beard. Clubs against swords, too! If I hadn’t seen it, I wouldn’t believe it.” 
 
    Roskin thanked him for the compliment and asked if the barkeep had anything to keep his coins in. The old dwarf hurried into the back and returned with a small cloth pouch. It was worn and aged, and Roskin could tell it had belonged to the dwarf for many years. 
 
    “This was my father’s,” Kohldorn said, holding it out. 
 
    “I can’t take that.” 
 
    “Hogwash! I don’t have children. I’d be honored to say you’re the dwarf I passed it on to.” 
 
    Without thinking, Roskin hugged the dwarf and thanked him. Kohldorn returned the embrace and started crying. The Kiredurk released his hug asked what was wrong. 
 
    “I thought I’d die under the heel of Alganeon,” he said. “You’ve made an old dwarf very happy.” 
 
    Roskin wiped his own eyes and smiled. Kohldorn composed himself and handed over the pouch. Roskin dropped in his coins and attached it to his belt. The old dwarf stared at him and smiled. 
 
    “Daddy would’ve approved,” he said. 
 
    Roskin shook his hand and motioned for them to head back outside. The barkeep led the way, and as they stepped outside, they were greeted by a loud cheer from the crowd that had gathered in the street. Hundreds of dwarves had come from their shops and homes to see for themselves that the rumor spreading through town was true. Roskin waved to them, and they cheered even louder. He stepped from the porch and walked over to Alganeon. 
 
    “Give me the key,” he said. 
 
    “What key?” 
 
    “Do you really want Krondious to remove your boots?” 
 
    The dwarf sighed and bent over. Struggling with his bound hands, he removed his left boot and dumped the key onto the dirt. Roskin picked it up and handed it to Kohldorn. The barkeep asked Krondious to help him, and the two disappeared into the building where the safe was hidden. A few minutes later, they emerged, Krondious carrying four large sacks of coins. The Kiredurk hefted them onto the porch of the inn, and a murmur of excitement rippled through the crowd. Roskin hopped onto the porch and raised his hands to silence them. 
 
    “Dwarves of Horseshoe Bend, this money belongs to you.” 
 
    The townspeople erupted in wild cheers. Roskin waited for the din to die down before continuing: 
 
    “Kohldorn will distribute it equally among you, but you must give him time to count it and divide it up.” 
 
    As the crowd erupted again, Bordorn stepped onto the porch and leaned in close to Roskin. 
 
    “Someone’s gonna have to maintain order around here,” he whispered. “Otherwise, this’ll turn into a wild mob.” 
 
    “We have to get moving,” Roskin whispered back. 
 
    “Yes, we do, but I have an idea.” 
 
    Roskin stared at him, waiting to hear it. 
 
    “Leave Krestreon and the other Ghaldeons here to restore order. They can rejoin us when we come back through.” 
 
    Roskin glanced down at the Ghaldeons, whose attention was still focused on watching their prisoners. He liked the notion but wasn’t certain the three of them could escort nearly forty dwarves all the way to Kehldeon. He whispered the concern to Bordorn. 
 
    “We can get a few volunteers to travel with us. Kohldorn can tell us if they’re trustworthy.” 
 
    Roskin nodded. The freed slaves deserved the time to rest in soft beds and eat hot meals. He called Krestreon to the porch and asked him what he thought of the idea. The dwarf’s mouth fell open and his eyes grew wide. He tried to speak but no words would come out. Roskin put his hand on the dwarf’s shoulder and smiled. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes,” he said to the dwarf. Then, he raised himself erect and addressed the crowd once more. “This is Krestreon. He disappeared from here many years ago and survived the torment of slavery.” 
 
    The crowd broke into flurries of conversations as they asked each other if they recognized or remembered him. A handful of dwarves pushed through the throng and approached Krestreon, tears streaming down their faces. The freed slave recognized them as family and hugged each one. His aunt explained that his parents had moved south, unable to bear the pain of losing him and his papaw, but were still living. Krestreon broke into sobs and hugged her. As they embraced, Roskin silenced the crowd again: 
 
    “We have to deliver these dwarves to the king, but Krestreon and these four will remain here to help you rebuild your town. We need a few volunteers to help us escort them. Any interested in traveling to the capital should be ready to march in one hour and meet us at the bridge. Everyone rejoice. You are free once more.” 
 
    The crowd exploded in a cacophony of wild cheers, and Roskin turned and walked inside the inn. Kohldorn, Krondious, and Bordorn followed him inside, and Roskin asked the barkeep if he had any rabbit stew prepared. The old dwarf smiled and led them to the tavern. He motioned for them to sit and disappeared into the back. The three dwarves sat in silence, waiting for him to return. When he came out, carrying three steaming bowls of soup, they devoured the meal, and all three agreed, it was the best rabbit stew they had ever tasted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Unleash the Dark One 
 
      
 
    Roskin, Krondious, and Bordorn stood before the court of King Johreon the Red while the crowded room cheered their success at subduing Alganeon. Krondious seemed uneasy at the attention, and Roskin seemed annoyed by the waste of time, but Bordorn soaked in the applause. Throughout his life, he had felt disconnected from his people, even while living in the valley, so for him, the recognition was most welcome. He almost wished he could stay there and take his place as part of his cousin’s court permanently. 
 
    For most of his youth, he had dreamed of becoming a great warrior, one of the heroes who expelled the Great Empire from his homeland. Now, however, after having fought in real battles and having seen Roskin and Krondious for himself, he had grown to recognize he was not a true warrior. They were built for combat – Krondious with his unnatural power and Roskin with his grace and speed. At best, Bordorn might develop into an above average swordsman, but he would never be great. Despite the pangs of pain in his chest from that admission, he accepted that his contributions would have to come in different forms. 
 
    “Cousin,” the king said, motioning for the crowd to silence. “You’ve done better than I could’ve hoped. Rounding up the entire group, that’s quite impressive.” 
 
    “Thank you, my king,” Bordorn returned, bowing at the waist. “But these two are the real heroes.” 
 
    “Please, step forward,” Johreon the Red said, waving at Roskin and Krondious. The two Kiredurks strode forward and stopped between Bordorn and the king. “I’m guessing you are Roskin, son of Kraganere.” 
 
    “The Eighth Kingdom salutes the House of Johreon,” Roskin said, bowing as Bordorn had. 
 
    “And who are you?” the king asked Krondious. 
 
    “I’m a lumberjack,” the dwarf replied, obviously out of place. 
 
    The room filled with laughter, and Bordorn felt as if he should say something to defend his friend. 
 
    “A lumberjack, eh?” the king asked, chuckling too. 
 
    “He’s too modest,” Roskin interjected before Bordorn could. “He’s my personal bodyguard and once killed a cave troll with one strike.” 
 
    “That so?” the king asked, growing serious. The laughter in the room faded. 
 
    “It’s not so hard,” Krondious mumbled, shuffling his feet and staring down. “If you know where to hit them.” 
 
    “You are too modest,” the king added. “It’s decided. Tonight, we feast in honor of the troll slayer.” 
 
    “If it’s all the same to you,” Roskin said. “We’d like to head on to inspect this other problem you have.” 
 
    The king arched an eyebrow, and for a moment his eyes flickered with anger. Bordorn scrutinized his face, alarmed by the expression. The king glanced at him and quickly composed himself, changing his appearance to one of hurt. 
 
    “My king,” Bordorn said, stepping forward. That look unsettled him, but he couldn’t quite place why. “Our troops await us. Perhaps, if it pleases your highness, once this peril has passed, we can return for your hospitality.” 
 
    Johreon the Red tapped his fingers on the marble and studied the three dwarves. Then, a broad smile stretched across his face. 
 
    “You are quite right, cousin,” he said. “There will be time for parties later. I’ve arranged for a guide to lead you to the base of the mountain. She’s from that area and can explain the problem much better than I.” 
 
    Bordorn bowed again, and Roskin and Krondious followed his lead. 
 
    “When you return, I’ll have handpicked a regiment to follow you to the valley. Good luck and good hunting to you.” 
 
    With that, the king called for his page and ordered the dwarf to lead them to the guide’s house. The page saluted and motioned for the three to follow him. They bowed to the king once more and followed him into the hallway. The dwarf marched swiftly, guiding them through the castle to the north exit, where their horse already waited at the stable. The other horses had been left in Horseshoe Bend with the Ghaldeons. Outside, the page hurried through the streets, not even glancing back to make sure they were still behind him. The three matched his pace easily, for Roskin had driven them much harder, but the page’s demeanor bothered Bordorn. This disrespect was no way to treat a dwarf of Roskin’s stature. Between the brief look of anger on the king’s face and this treatment, Bordorn sensed something was amiss, but whatever it was still eluded him. 
 
    At a small wooden house near the edge of town, the page stopped and knocked forcefully. After a couple of heartbeats, he knocked again, even harder this time. A voice called from within, and the page growled for her to hurry. Finally, the door opened slightly, and an elderly dwarf glanced through the thin slit. The page told her that the travelers were ready to depart, and a look of anxiousness came over her as she babbled that she wasn’t ready. The page didn’t argue, instead excusing himself and turning back for the castle. The old dwarf stood at the thin opening, obviously confused and scared, and Roskin had turned to watch the page leave, his face scrunched with rage. Krondious shrugged at Bordorn and shook his head. 
 
    “Ma’am,” Bordorn said, bowing more deeply than he had for the king. “Please, forgive us. We were led to believe you were expecting us.” 
 
    “Well, I was,” she said softly. “But tomorrow.” 
 
    “We didn’t mean to disturb you,” Bordorn continued. “We’ll come back in the morning.” 
 
    Roskin turned to face him, his eyes bulging. 
 
    “No, no,” the old dwarf said. “Give me time to gather my things, and I’ll be right out.” 
 
    She shut the door, leaving them on the step. Bordorn faced Roskin, who now trembled with anger. 
 
    “Is this a joke?” Roskin asked. “Because it’s not very funny.” 
 
    “I had no idea she would be our guide,” Bordorn returned. 
 
    “How old is she, anyway?” Roskin huffed. 
 
    Krondious walked back to where the horse stood in the street, and Bordorn held Roskin’s gaze. 
 
    “We’re wasting time.” 
 
    “I know, Pepper Beard. What do you want me to do about it?” 
 
    The door to the house opened, and the old dwarf emerged, dressed in farmer’s clothes with a backpack across her shoulders and a walking stick in her hand. She no longer looked afraid but rather like someone who had seen more than her share of difficulties. She asked them if they were ready, and they nodded, so she headed to the street and turned north. Bordorn followed her, and Roskin walked behind him. Krondious stayed in the rear, leading the horse through the city streets. 
 
    “Not that it’s any of your business,” the old dwarf said without looking back or breaking stride. “But I’m eighty.” 
 
    “How’s that?” Bordorn asked. 
 
    “The rude one asked how old I am. Well, I’m eighty, and I’ve walked more miles than all three of you combined.” 
 
    Behind them, Krondious chuckled, and Bordorn stifled a smile. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to be rude,” Roskin said. “I was just expecting...” 
 
    “Someone young? Let me tell you, the young are too scared to make this trip.” 
 
    At that, she fell silent, and Bordorn glanced back at Roskin, who glared at him. Bordorn winked at his friend, but Roskin didn’t change his expression, so Bordorn looked forward. The guide led them across the bridge that marked the end of town and down the dirt road that snaked along the narrow valley floor. She told them to mind their surroundings, for she would not be waiting on them, and they would have to find their own way back. Bordorn thought that odd but didn’t speak. Something was definitely wrong with this entire task, and he needed to think it through to figure out what it was. 
 
    Along the valley, farms lined the numerous streams that flowed from the mountains, and up the steep slopes, elaborate terraces of stone and wood filled the landscape. From his family, Bordorn had heard stories of these farms and their efficiency on the difficult terrain, but seeing them for himself sparked a deep sense of pride for his people. The Kiredurks and Tredjards had burrowed underground to escape the harshness of their environments, but the Ghaldeons had learned to thrive on lands inhospitable to most living things. 
 
    As autumn had settled on the area, most of the terraces were filled with dwarves gathering the harvest, and none seemed to notice the four dwarves passing through. If time hadn’t been against them, Bordorn would’ve liked to stop and talk to them, to know more of his western kin. However, as it were, the guide showed no interest in stopping, and Roskin would’ve drawn a blade on him if he’d caused yet another delay, so he marched steadily, observing what he could and imagining their lives. During his time in the valley, he had farmed plenty and now missed the simplicity of a life bound to the honesty of good earth and hard labor. He vowed to himself that once the war was over, he would return to these lands and build a farm of his own. 
 
    Evening came early from the steep slopes, and the guide found a campsite under a canopy of healthy cottonwoods. She inspected the trees for any dead limbs, explaining how easily they could snap off, even from the slightest breeze and, once satisfied the limbs were sound, began unpacking her bedding. Roskin and Krondious gathered kindling and firewood from the ground, and Bordorn retrieved stones from a nearby stream for the fire pit. Within a few minutes, the group had a blazing fire and began cooking their supper. 
 
    “Can you tell us more about whatever this is we’re hunting,” Roskin asked, stretching out on the dry grass. 
 
    “It lives on the eastern slope of Mount Delkhun. I’ve never seen it myself.” 
 
    “What is it?” Bordorn asked. 
 
    “I’ve only heard stories,” she said, her voice distant. “Some say it’s a dragon. Others call it a serpent. I’ve never met anyone who’s actually seen it.” 
 
    “Dragons, huh?” Roskin huffed. 
 
    “You can mock me, rude boy, but I have seen the skeletons of cattle and soldiers it’s picked clean. Nothing left, not even hair.” 
 
    “I’m not mocking you. That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “I’ll get you to the trailhead. After that, you’re on your own, and may mercy guide you from there.” 
 
    “The king said something about an elf,” Bordorn said. 
 
    The old dwarf looked at him, her eyes wide with fear. 
 
    “You’ve heard of him?” 
 
    “Lorac,” she whispered. “Do yourselves a favor. If you see him, turn a different direction and don’t look back.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Krondious asked, flipping the sausages in the skillet. 
 
    “You look like you’ve seen some battle, but you’ve never met the likes of him.” 
 
    “Lorac,” Roskin mumbled. Deep inside, the dark fear stirred at the name. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kwarck dropped his fork on his plate and clutched his chest with his right hand. The others at the table stared at him, and Crushaw rushed to his side. With his left arm, he gripped the general’s arm and looked into his eyes, unable to speak. Alysea knelt beside him and wiped the sudden sweat from his forehead. He took a deep breath and relaxed, and slowly, the pain in his chest subsided. He eased his grip on Crushaw’s arm and whispered thanks to Alysea. 
 
    “What was that?” Crushaw asked. 
 
    “It’s Roskin,” Kwarck said. “He’s in grave danger.” 
 
    “From what?” Crushaw prodded, his body tensing. 
 
    “An ancient elf who lives deep in the western mountains. I don’t know what he’s doing that far west.” 
 
    “Lorac?” Stahloor asked, his voice grim. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Who’s Lorac?” Alysea asked. 
 
    “A Koorleine who’s banished from our people,” Stahloor said. “He was sent away two hundred years ago.” 
 
    “Why?” Crushaw asked. 
 
    “He lost his mind,” Stahloor responded. “I won’t speak of what he did in front of my daughter, but your friend is in real danger.” 
 
    “Please, excuse me,” Kwarck said, rising from the table. “I need to warn Roskin.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Stahloor said, also rising. “I’ll search for Lorac, too. If I can, I’ll block him from sensing Roskin.” 
 
    “No, this is beyond your powers,” Kwarck said, stopping and facing Stahloor. ”Don’t risk letting him in your head.” 
 
    Stahloor relented, and Kwarck staggered outside and made his way to his well. He hadn’t even considered that Roskin would venture near Lorac, the dark one. The oldest and most powerful elves used their energies to keep him from the minds of the young, but now, with Roskin getting so close, they might not be able to protect him. If Lorac got a hold on the young half-elf, there was no predicting what damage he could do. Kwarck knelt by the well and pressed his forehead against the cool stone. He cleared his mind and focused all of his energy on Roskin. Slowly, an image of a grove of cottonwoods came to him, and he saw the four gathered around their fire, eating supper. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As Roskin took a bite of sausage, the dark fear that had filled him dissolved into an image of Kwarck by his well. A warm sensation filled him, and suddenly, the sounds of the wind rustling the cottonwood leaves disappeared, and much like when he had been strapped to the whipping post, he no longer felt as if he were in his own body. Instead, he floated over the trees with Kwarck beside him. 
 
    “Beware of Lorac,” the hermit said. “Don’t let him in.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “If you feel a strange sensation, fight against it.” 
 
    “Who is he?” 
 
    “There’s no time to explain. Please, trust me.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    “You must. Avoid him at all...” 
 
    As suddenly as Kwarck had come to him, he vanished, and Roskin was back beside the fire. The warm sensation had also evaporated, replaced by a deep cold. Roskin shivered and pulled his tunic tighter against him. He searched his thoughts for the dark fear, but it too had disappeared. He looked at Bordorn and Krondious, who stared at him blankly. 
 
    “Where’d you go, Pepper Beard?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Is anyone else cold?” 
 
    “Your friend is quite peculiar,” the guide said to Bordorn. 
 
    Roskin glared at her, a wave of anger rushing through him. He imagined taking his sword and running her through to watch the life drain from her eyes. Then, she wouldn’t be so self-righteous. He looked over at the horse, where his sword hung in its scabbard and wondered if he could get to it before the others stopped him. Then, he caught himself and pushed the thoughts from his mind. Why was he suddenly so angry at this old dwarf? He hadn’t felt anger like this in all his life. And the cold ran to his bones. 
 
    “Can someone get me a blanket?” he asked. 
 
    Krondious retrieved one from the horse and wrapped it around him. Roskin thanked him and moved as close to the fire as he could, curling into the fetal position. The others stared at him, and their expressions disgusted him. Who were they to judge him? He closed his eyes to block them out and tried to remember what had happened just before the cold enveloped him, but his last memory was muttering the name Lorac. 
 
    Welcome, son of Sylva. 
 
    “What?” Roskin asked, sitting up and looking at the others. 
 
    “We didn’t say anything,” Bordorn said. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Don’t play games with me,” Roskin snarled. 
 
    We’ll be good friends, I can already tell. 
 
    Roskin looked around the grove of trees to find the source of the voice, but other than the rustling of the leaves, nothing was there. He looked back at the others, hatred for them filling his heart. They stared back, their mouths open and eyes wide. 
 
    Sleep now, son of Sylva. We’ll meet soon enough. 
 
    Much like the cold had descended on him, he suddenly felt more tired than he had since the plantation. He curled back up beside the fire and was asleep as soon as he closed his eyes. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I’ve lost all connection to Roskin,” Kwarck said, entering the kitchen, his voice hollow and defeated. 
 
    “I have to get to him,” Crushaw said, standing so abruptly he knocked over his chair. 
 
    “There’s nothing any of us can do for him,” Kwarck said, slumping in his own seat. “He’s on his own.” 
 
    “Against Lorac?” Stahloor whispered. “Alysea, please go to your room.” 
 
    The young elf obeyed without question while Crushaw paced around the kitchen. 
 
    “Let’s go outside,” Stahloor said. “She doesn’t need to hear this, but he does.” 
 
    Kwarck nodded and followed them outside. All of his plans had fallen into place perfectly – the nomads had arrived and were handling the harvest; Crushaw was hardening the elves into a terrifying military force; and Roskin was inspiring the Ghaldeons to fight against tyranny. All had seemed perfect, but he had failed Roskin. He should’ve warned him before he ventured to Kehldeon, but Kwarck never dreamed Roskin would go that far west. They walked back to the well, and Stahloor turned to face Crushaw. 
 
    “Over two hundred years ago, Lorac was a respected elder of the Koorleine. Then, something happened to him. Only the oldest know what, and they won’t share the knowledge with anyone. Whatever it was, it drove him insane. He butchered his entire village, including his own children. I’ll spare you all the details.” 
 
    “I remember it like it was yesterday,” Kwarck muttered. “I was young then, living in the Loorish Forest to learn the healing ways.” 
 
    From the direction of one of the camps around the perimeter, a figure approached swiftly, and all three turned to face it. 
 
    “Why can’t I feel my son?” Sylva asked, her voice trembling in the dim of twilight. 
 
    “Sylva, you must remain calm,” Kwarck said. 
 
    “Tell me,” she nearly screamed. 
 
    “I believe Lorac has taken him,” Kwarck said, nearly choking on the words. 
 
    “No! I must save him.” 
 
    Kwarck embraced her, using all of his energy to calm her, and at first, she struggled, but as he poured all of his serenity into her, she relaxed and wrapped her arms around him. 
 
    “Not my son,” she sobbed. 
 
    “I need to know more about this elf,” Crushaw said, his entire body tensing. 
 
    “Like I said, I was young,” Kwarck said, still holding Sylva. “It happened in the middle of the night, and every elf in the Loorish Forest awoke from the feeling. It was sickening, like poison coursing through our minds. We saw it all, through his eyes. I, too, will spare you those details. 
 
    “He fled west, hiding in the mountains but trying to reconnect with us. Once, a party went after him, but they all turned on each other like rabid animals. He drove several mad before the elders learned to block him.” 
 
    “Can’t you break his hold?” Crushaw asked. 
 
    “If I were closer, maybe,” Kwarck returned, looking down. “But he’s strong, and time has fueled his madness. Elves are not meant to live alone, and his one desire is to return to the Koorleine Forest.” 
 
    “We don’t tell the young much about him until they are old enough not to think they can best him,” Stahloor added. 
 
    “Roskin is not prepared for this,” Sylva mumbled. 
 
    “No, he’s not,” Kwarck agreed. 
 
    “Then, you must go to him,” Crushaw said. 
 
    Kwarck looked at the old man. In his heart, he knew Crushaw spoke the truth, but for the first time since he had escaped from the Great Empire, he felt true fear. The memory of what Lorac had done, especially to his own children, lingered as fresh as if it had just happened. More than once, he had felt the elf gnawing at his mind, trying to take him, and Kwarck knew how powerful he was. Even if he could reach them, he didn’t think he could defeat the dark one. 
 
    “You owe me,” Crushaw said, his voice rigid. 
 
    “You’re right,” Kwarck responded, thinking of the life he had cost the old man. “I’ll leave before first light.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Sylva said. 
 
    “No, I go alone. All of you must follow our plan.” 
 
    “Kwarck’s right,” Crushaw said. “We have little time left to train.” 
 
    “The nomads know what to do with the harvest,” Kwarck said. “And they’ll serve you as long as you need. If I don’t return, my home is yours, Crushaw.” 
 
    “You cannot fail,” Sylva said. “Save my son.” 
 
    Kwarck promised her he would do his best and said his good byes to all of them before turning and heading for his house. Inside, he went to Alysea’s room and knocked lightly. She opened the door, her young face contorted with fear. 
 
    “Promise me,” he said sternly. “That you will make no effort to sense Lorac.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    “If you feel a strange presence, tell your father at once.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “You are a healer. Follow that path.” 
 
    “You’re leaving, aren’t you?” 
 
    “It’s my fault Roskin is in trouble. I have to help him.” 
 
    Alysea hugged him tightly and kissed his cheek. 
 
    “Thank you for giving Suvene a home.” 
 
    “He has a good heart, very rare for an orc. Watch over him and Crushaw for me.” 
 
    “I will. Please, come back.” 
 
    “I won’t make a promise I can’t keep, but I will try.” 
 
    With that, he turned and went to his own room to pack. He gathered a small bow and quiver of arrows for hunting, a blanket for bedding, and as many flasks of healing herbs as he could fit in his backpack. For more than twenty-five decades, he had dedicated his life to living as harmoniously as he could and had healed hundreds of people of all races. For over seven decades, he had drawn strength from this land and had learned as much as he could about the balance of nature. He didn’t want to leave this life he had built, but if not for him, Roskin wouldn’t be under Lorac’s influence, so he would march as swiftly as his legs would carry him. And he would trade his life for the young half-elf’s if that was what it took to make things right. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bordorn awoke to the smell of fish frying. He sat up and saw Roskin at the fire, sprinkling fresh herbs over the skillet. The other two still slept, so Bordorn rose quietly and moved closer to his oldest friend. 
 
    “I woke early and caught these in the stream,” Roskin said, flipping one of the fillets. “And I found these herbs along the bank. Thought I’d surprise you all with a fresh breakfast.” 
 
    “You okay, Pepper Beard?” 
 
    “Yeah. Why?” Roskin asked, flipping another. 
 
    “You were acting pretty odd last night.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Like you had a fever or something.” 
 
    “I feel great. Haven’t slept that sound my whole life.” 
 
    “I’ll rouse the others so we can get moving.” 
 
    Roskin nodded at him and smiled. Bordorn wasn’t sure which was more odd, how Roskin had acted the previous night or how he was acting now, but he woke the guide and Krondious and told them about the fish. They rose from their blankets, and Roskin served each of them a plate. Bordorn tasted the fresh meat and couldn’t believe how delicious it tasted. 
 
    “Where’d you learn to cook like this?” he asked. 
 
    “Just picked it up, I guess,” Roskin said before taking a bite. 
 
    “Well, I have to say,” the guide said. “This is delicious.” 
 
    “Ma’am, you and I got off to a bad start. Please, forgive my rudeness. I was impatient and took it out on you.” 
 
    The guide accepted his apology, and all four ate their fish slowly, savoring each bite. When they finished, they packed the campsite, doused the fire, and continued on their way. Roskin walked beside the guide, asking her about the area’s history and her life. Bordorn walked between them and Krondious, watching his friend closely. With all that had happened in Kehldeon, he already felt on guard, but now, with Roskin acting so peculiar, he was certain nothing good would come of this task. Part of him wanted to turn them all around at that moment and abandon the quest completely, but they needed the troops, and he knew Roskin wouldn’t turn back for anything. 
 
    For five more days, they marched without incident, and Roskin showed no more signs of the fever. In fact, if anything, he was more pleasant and well-mannered than Bordorn had ever seen, offering to cook each meal and filling all of their waterskins whenever they ran low. By afternoon of the fifth day, they reached the base of Mount Delkhun, and the guide showed them the trail that led southwest towards where the problem existed. She explained that she would go no further and wished them luck. Roskin handed her five gold coins for her trouble, and she stared at the money with wonder. 
 
    “Well, I sure was wrong about you,” she said, stuffing the coins in her pocket. “Please, be careful. There’s real danger up there.” 
 
    “You be careful heading home,” Roskin said. “Maybe we’ll meet again.” 
 
    She shook all of their hands and turned back east, marching steadily and not looking back. Bordorn looked up the trail she had pointed out, but the way it curved with the terrain, he couldn’t see more than a few hundred yards of the path. Roskin moved beside him and asked if he were ready. 
 
    “What do you think’s up there?” Bordorn asked. 
 
    “Shadow and rumor, my friend. Nothing more.” 
 
    “All the same,” Krondious chimed in. “We should arm ourselves.” 
 
    “Are you two scared of dragons,” Roskin chuckled, strapping his swords to his waist. Once they were secure, he slid his axes into the slits on his backpack. 
 
    “I’m not scared of anything,” Krondious snapped, hoisting his double axe over his shoulder. “But I ain’t getting caught unarmed, either.” 
 
    Bordorn strapped on his sword before slipping his shield onto his left arm. When he was finished adjusting the straps, the three of them began up the trail. The first thing Bordorn noticed was that all of the terraces on this slope had long been abandoned. Any built of wood were completely gone, rotted into soil, leaving only odd shapes on the terrain. The stone ones remained but in varying degrees of ruin. Most of the walls had collapsed outward from decades of neglect and were overgrown with trees and underbrush. As much as the functional terraces had filled Bordorn with pride, these filled him with sadness and a deep longing to restore them. 
 
    The trail climbed steeply and was overgrown with raspberries. The sharp thorns scratched their exposed skin, and each hacked at the stalks with their blades as they climbed. Roskin led the way, followed by Bordorn, and then Krondious, who guided the uneasy horse. After climbing for a mile, they were soaked with sweat and stopped in a small clearing to catch their breath and rest their legs. As he took a drink from his waterskin, Bordorn noticed that no sounds came from the forest. He looked at Roskin, who seemed relaxed and nonchalant, and then at Krondious, who appeared uneasy. 
 
    “The last time I heard a forest this quiet,” Krondious muttered. “I got jumped by rock wolves.” 
 
    “We probably startled everything,” Roskin said, shrugging. 
 
    “Let’s stay alert,” Bordorn said, stroking his beard. 
 
    They resumed the hike, and Bordorn spotted honeysuckle growing on the ground. Reminded of his adolescence in the valley, he reached out and plucked a blossom from a vine and sucked the nectar from the flower. 
 
    “What’s that?” Roskin asked. 
 
    “Honeysuckle.” Bordorn said. “Try it.” 
 
    “Ha, that’s pretty good,” Roskin said, dropping the blossom on the ground and plucking another. 
 
    They kept marching, and Roskin and Bordorn occasionally plucked a flower and drank the nectar. After a few minutes, Krondious spoke: 
 
    “I spent several years in the forest, and something’s odd about this honeysuckle.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Bordorn asked, looking at the vines on the ground. They looked normal to him. 
 
    “They usually grow up, wrapping around trees and strangling them, but these all sprawl along the ground. Not a single one is climbing anything.” 
 
    “Hmmm, that is odd,” Bordorn said. 
 
    “Look at these,” Roskin said, pointing to an area several feet ahead on the trail. 
 
    On the edge of the pass, a cluster of vines sprouted from the earth. Each base was as thick as Krondious’s arms, and the brown stalks spread along the ground like long tentacles for dozens of feet in each direction. In all his years in the valley, Bordorn had never seen such a menacing looking cluster of honeysuckle. Behind him, he heard the horse bristling as Krondious tried to soothe it, and from the corner of his eye, he thought he saw one of the vines move. 
 
    “Stop!” Krondious called. 
 
    Bordorn turned to see if the Kiredurk was talking to them or the horse, and as he did, something grabbed his ankle, yanking him from his feet. He thudded against the ground, the breath knocked from him with the impact, but suddenly lifted high into the air. His sword slipped from his hand and tumbled to the ground, clattering as it bounced on loose stones. Spinning through the air, he attempted to get his bearings, but whatever had grabbed his ankle was wrapping around his legs and twisting him around as it did. He tried to call out, but no sound came. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roskin turned in time to see Bordorn get jerked to the ground by one of the vines and then flung into the air. He drew Grussard’s blade and started for his friend, but a second vine wrapped around his legs and tripped him. He hacked at the strange bark, but another vine caught his arm, and before he could react, the vines completely ensnared his body, trapping him against the ground. Through a small opening between the loops, he saw Bordorn was also completely wrapped, and Krondious stood between them, hacking at other vines with his great axe. The battle was short-lived, however, for quickly, the tentacles grabbed the white beard and lifted him as they had Bordorn. Suddenly, the same coldness from before filled him. 
 
    Welcome, son of Sylva. 
 
    “Who are you?” Roskin called. 
 
    As if appearing from the air itself, a Koorleine elf knelt before him. His blond hair fell to his waist, and his face was the most beautiful Roskin had ever seen. His blue eyes pierced through him, and the half-elf stopped struggling against the vines. 
 
    I’m your friend. 
 
    Behind the elf, Bordorn and Krondious screamed as they fought against the vines, and Roskin felt himself torn between wanting to help them and needing to stare at the elf’s face. 
 
    I want you to take me home. 
 
    “Get me out of this thing,” Roskin said. 
 
    Of course. 
 
    The elf touched the vines, and at his contact, they uncoiled from Roskin and lay still on the forest floor. He struggled to his feet and sheathed his sword. The elf rose in front of him and smiled. 
 
    I’ve waited a long time to meet you, son of Sylva. 
 
    “Please, help my friends,” Roskin said. 
 
    The plant is hungry. 
 
    “I need them,” Roskin pleaded. 
 
    “As you wish,” Lorac spoke, and to Roskin, his voice sounded like his oldest friend’s. 
 
    Lorac touched each vine, and as before, they recoiled and lay still. Bordorn and Krondious scrambled to their feet and rushed to Roskin. 
 
    “Are you okay,” Krondious asked, holding his axe. 
 
    “I’m fine. Are both of you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bordorn said, locating his sword on the ground. 
 
    Krondious nodded, eyeing the elf. 
 
    Tell them to put away their weapons. 
 
    “You don’t need those,” Roskin said, pointing at the blades. 
 
    “The guide warned us about him,” Bordorn said. 
 
    “He just saved our lives. Put away your sword.” 
 
    “Please, allow me to introduce myself. I’m Lorac,” the elf said to the dwarves. “And for too long, I’ve missed my home in the Koorleine Forest.” 
 
    Take me there, son of Sylva. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Roskin was startled by the voice that came from his own mind. Lorac smiled at him again. 
 
    You’ve been taught little about your elfish skills. I will teach you who you really are. 
 
    “Where’s the horse?” Bordorn asked. 
 
    “It must’ve run off when I dropped the bridle,” Krondious said, looking down the trail. 
 
    Call it with your mind. 
 
    Roskin thought about the horse and asked it to come back to him. A vision came to him of it turning around and starting back up the trail. He told the others not to worry, that the horse was safe. Bordorn and Krondious looked at him and then each other. Roskin turned to Lorac and asked him if he was ready to travel. 
 
    “More than you’ll ever know,” the elf said. “Please, lead the way.” 
 
    Roskin started down the path with Lorac right behind him. Bordorn and Krondious trailed a few feet behind, and Roskin could sense their uneasiness. He wanted to assure them that all was well, for the dark fear that had so often warned him of danger offered no feeling against Lorac, but he didn’t know how to explain it to them. Being half-dwarf and half-elf, he couldn’t understand the tension between the two races, but somehow it existed, especially since the Great Empire had driven the wild elves from the Loorish Forest and had conquered the eastern half of the Ghaldeon lands. Each race seemed to resent the other for the defeats more than they blamed the humans. To Roskin, the guide’s warning about Lorac had more to do with that animosity than anything the elf could’ve actually done. 
 
    A couple hundred yards down the trail, he spotted the horse walking to him. All of the uneasiness it showed before had vanished, and it came straight to Roskin and nuzzled its head against his hand. He stroked its ear and told the other dwarves to look. They came forward and petted the horse as Roskin returned his weapons to the pack on its back. He motioned for them to do the same, and Krondious hesitated but followed the suggestion. Bordorn, however, said he would carry his sword and shield. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Roskin said, handing Krondious the bridle. “Let’s get moving.” 
 
    They marched steadily until twilight and then found a suitable place to camp. As they prepared supper, they spoke little to each other, and Bordorn sat away from the other three, eyeing them as he picked at his food. Roskin ignored his friend’s jealousy, for that was what bothered the dwarf –jealousy that Lorac had come to Roskin instead of him. The coldness filled him, and he wrapped a blanket around himself and curled up close to the fire again. 
 
    He slept soundly again that night and woke early. Lorac was already up, staring east and smiling. Roskin watched him, hoping the elf would show him something new that day. He wanted to learn more about his elfish skills, something the old hermit had been too selfish to teach him. Kwarck had wanted to keep him dependent on him for help, but Lorac would teach him to use his powers. 
 
    We must march. Wake the others. 
 
    Roskin obeyed without question. Krondious grumbled as he shook him, but Bordorn jumped at his touch, reaching for his sword before recognizing his face. Roskin warned him to settle down, and the Ghaldeon apologized for being startled. Bordorn and Krondious started to build a fire, but Roskin stopped them, explaining that they needed to hurry. He handed them each some dried meats from his pack, and they groused about missing the fresh fish and herbs. Roskin ignored them, gathered his belongings, and packed them on the horse. 
 
    Within a few minutes, they were on the move, Roskin again leading with Lorac right behind him and the dwarves trailing behind. They marched nearly as hard as Roskin had driven them from his kingdom, barely stopping for lunch and continuing until late in the evening. The dwarves fell asleep right after supper, and the next morning, they started early again. For four days, they continued this pattern, until they reached the bridge that led into Kehldeon. During the trip, Lorac had not spoken directly to any of them and had barely communicated with Roskin, other than telling him to keep moving and to hurry the others. As they started over the bridge, however, Roskin felt the coldness surge through him. 
 
    We need not dawdle here long, Lorac’s voice rang stern in his mind. 
 
    We just have to meet with the king for our troops, Roskin responded. 
 
    Be quick. I must get home. 
 
    Roskin retraced their steps to the castle, and as they neared the salt and pepper colored diorite of the outer wall, Roskin froze and stared at the sight before him. Along the top of the wall, a massive gallows had been erected, and all forty-three dwarves from Horseshoe Bend hanged in the breeze, flies buzzing around their blackening skin. Roskin turned and faced the others, unable to speak. 
 
    “What’s he done?” Krondious mumbled. 
 
    “This is madness,” Bordorn said, stepping forward. “I don’t think we should go inside.” 
 
    “I agree,” Lorac said, staring at the bodies. 
 
    “He killed them all,” Roskin stammered. “I subdued them for a reason.” 
 
    “We need to get out of here before someone sees us,” Bordorn said. 
 
    “But our troops?” Roskin muttered. 
 
    “I don’t think there are any,” Bordorn replied. “I don’t think we were supposed to make it off that mountain. Come. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    With that, Bordorn turned and started back the way they had come, explaining that they would circle around the city and make for Horseshoe Bend as fast as they could. Lorac still stared at the bodies, and Roskin glanced at them. Something about the way they hung there, lifeless in the breeze, reminded him of the dwarf he had killed in the leisure slave cage. He remembered grabbing the unsuspecting Tredjard and impaling him on the spikes atop the cage, all in an effort to save himself from that place. Shame filled him at the memory, and he turned from the gallows. 
 
    Murderer. 
 
    He ignored the voice and hurried after Bordorn and Krondious, but Lorac was right behind him. 
 
    We are not so different, son of Sylva. I, too, have made hard decisions. 
 
    That was a mistake, Roskin responded, quickening his pace to distance himself from the castle. 
 
    Was it, now? Perhaps, your heart is darker than you know. 
 
    No. It was that place, that cage. I didn’t mean to. 
 
    Murderer. 
 
    The word hung in his mind as he crossed the bridge, following the horse. He hadn’t thought about that moment for a long time. He had pushed it down, refusing to acknowledge that he had in fact murdered that poor dwarf. Lorac was right. His heart was filled with hate and anger, and he was selfish. How could he ever face his family again, knowing now what he was? He didn’t deserve to rule the Kiredurks. As he walked along the riverbank, following the dwarves, he forgot about the Great Empire in the valley and his injured father and Leinjar. The only thought that filled him was that he had to reach the Koorleine Forest and hide for the rest of his life. 
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    Chapter 10 
 
    As Redemption Comes to One Deserving 
 
      
 
    The capital of the Tredjard Kingdom, known to all as the Stone Fortress but officially named Teinkierk, was carved directly from the mountain. Its design made it impenetrable to military conquest, for siege weapons were useless against its fortifications, as any destruction of the foundations would result in a catastrophic cave-in of every surrounding tunnel. Then, the entrances all were forged from thick slabs of iron that could withstand any assault by weaponry, even the strongest of battering rams. Its greatest defense, however, was that in the center, and why it had been chosen as the location for the capital, a natural spring bubbled up from the rock, providing a perpetual source of fresh drinking water. 
 
    In the early days of the kingdom, as the Tredjards fought fiercely against the orcs for control of the tunnels, the capital had withstood dozens of assaults from massive forces. According to Tredjard history, one such assault lasted for nearly two years before the orcs were finally pushed from the tunnels. Over the centuries, artists had carved murals on the outer walls, depicting the most famous of the defenses, and during the short-lived times of peace, entire families would travel to the capital just to see these carvings and pass along history to the younger generations. 
 
    Under normal circumstances, other than the soldiers who defended the gates, military officers, high ranking civilians, and the royal family, visitors were forbidden from entering the fortress. For anyone else to receive an invitation inside meant one of two possibilities: either that dwarf had performed some act of valor worthy of the king’s attention or that dwarf had incited the king’s ire. As such, few Tredjards had ever seen the statues of great kings that lined the bailey and the enclosure. Dozens of them filled the open spaces, some hundreds of years old, and all sculpted by the greatest living masters of their days. 
 
    Even fewer Tredjards had seen the great chamber, which had been carved one level above the natural spring. This room, though filled the finest furniture and elaborate tapestries, was most famous for its display of Tredjard weapons and armor. From the earliest crude spears to the most modern pikes, weaponry from every generation of Tredjard military development hung in ornate displays around the room. At the center of the great chamber, the king’s throne sat facing east, the direction from which the orcs usually attacked. The base of the throne, like the fortress itself, had been carved directly from the mountain, and the seat was forged in different sections from palladium and titanium, giving it a silvery and dark blue sheen. The seat was cushioned with thick layers of fabric created by the king’s personal weaver. 
 
    All official business of the kingdom was conducted in the great chamber, and for normal business, the chamber only contained enough seats for the king’s advisors and the visiting party, if their presence warranted a seat. However, for special business, such as bestowing a title on a valiant warrior or the expulsion of a particularly notorious criminal, the great chamber would be filled with seats, and dwarves of high social status could attend the meeting as observers. As word had spread through the capital that a crazed exile claiming to be Leinjar had been brought to the fortress, every Tredjard of any significance had requested attendance, and the great chamber was filled to capacity. 
 
    Leinjar stood a few feet from the throne, with the other two just behind him. As he waited for the king to enter, he studied the weapons along the walls, especially the oldest ones. He imagined defending the kingdom with the crude spears and admired the courage of the Tredjards who had done so. Like most young soldiers, he had often dreamed of seeing this room, and as he had been led through the outer wall, the bailey, the enclosure, the hall, and into the great chamber, he had soaked in as much of the history as he could. Of course, in his youthful dreams, he hadn’t been dressed in tattered rags and shackled at the wrists and ankles, and he had always imagined being rewarded for some act of bravery, instead of having to defend failure. 
 
    When the king entered the room, all of the observers rose from their seats, and the guards surrounding the three prisoners snapped to attention. The king, bent and stiff from old age, shuffled to the throne with an aide holding each arm and stood before the prisoners. His skin, as dark as coffee, showed few wrinkles, but his hair and beard were both white as cotton. His beard clasp, forged from palladium in the shape of the royal symbol, twinkled in the flickering torchlight. His tired eyes studied the three dwarves, and after a few heartbeats, he asked the guards to remove their shackles. The guards obeyed, and as the bindings came off his wrists, Leinjar rubbed his skin to restore the circulation. He wished he could rub his ankles, too, but didn’t want to stoop down before the king. Finally, with the help of his aides, the king sank into his throne, and the observers took their seats. 
 
    “Am I correct that you are here because you claim to be the dwarf named Leinjar?” the king asked, his voice thin and raspy. 
 
    “Yes, my king,” Leinjar responded, holding himself as erect as he could. 
 
    “If you are that dwarf, what do you ask of your king?” 
 
    “I ask first that you treat my two companions with mercy and gratitude. They are fine warriors who have endured many years of slavery.” 
 
    “I will consider your opinion of them later. What do you ask of your king?” 
 
    Leinjar’s eyes filled with moisture. He had rehearsed what he wanted to say hundreds of times in his mind during the trip here, but now, in front of his king, the words seemed empty and weak. He cleared his throat before speaking: 
 
    “I ask your forgiveness.” 
 
    “Forgiveness?” the king repeated, looking around at his advisors. A murmur ran through the room. 
 
    “I failed at my post,” Leinjar said, falling to his knees. “Please, show me and my family mercy.” 
 
    “On your feet,” the king ordered. 
 
    Leinjar stood and wiped the tears from his eyes. 
 
    “Until this moment, I doubted you. You look nothing like the dwarf I imagined all these years, but I see it in your eyes.” 
 
    “I swear to you, my king, I held the gate as long as I could. There were so many. They never stopped coming.” 
 
    “Tell me what you did that night.” 
 
    Leinjar told the story as best as he could remember. With his captain here on business, he had been in charge, so he sent runners to Torjhien and Stoljehn to warn the guards there and ordered the civilians to flee to safety. Then, he and the fifty-three soldiers fought at the gate until they were taken. 
 
    “Yes, fifty-four Tredjards at the gate,” the king repeated. Another murmur ran through the room. 
 
    “I failed to fight to my death to defend our kingdom,” Leinjar said, choking on the words. “Please, have mercy.” 
 
    “You have no idea, do you?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    The king asked his aides to help him from the throne, and as he struggled from the seat, the observers stood. Leinjar bowed his head, awaiting his sentence. The king shuffled a couple of steps from the throne and then, with the help of his aides, knelt before Leinjar, touching his beard clip to the stone floor. The clink echoed through the room. Then, the aides also bowed, followed by the guards, the observers, and finally the other two leisure slaves. The clinking of beard clips filled the room, and Leinjar looked around, in awe of the sight. Slowly, the notion dawned on him that he hadn’t failed. A rush of strange emotions filled him. 
 
    “I’m honored to finally meet the sergeant who led the fifty-four,” the king said from his knees. “Welcome home, Lord Leinjar.” 
 
    The stunned dwarf stepped forward and helped the king to his feet. Then, the king embraced him, and the room filled with applause. Leinjar didn’t know what to say. For so many years, he had lived in shame, believing himself on level with Jorland the Coward, but here he was in the great chamber having just received the highest honor a Tredjard could receive from the king himself. It was all more than overwhelming, but a great weight lifted from him. The king stepped back and motioned for silence. 
 
    “First, you and your two friends will bathe in the royal bath, and then, tonight, we hold a feast in your honor.” 
 
    The king called for an assistant and ordered the young dwarf to take them to the bathhouse and prepare them for the feast. She nodded and led Leinjar and the other two through a door in the back of the great chamber. They descended a flight of stairs and meandered through a series of corridors until they reached the bathhouse, which was one room over from the spring. As he entered the steamy room, Leinjar realized he hadn’t properly bathed since the night before he had been captured. 
 
    The assistant found soaps and towels for them and left the room. The three dwarves stripped off their rags and climbed into the warm water. They lathered themselves and scrubbed off years of dirt, grime, and filth. Within heartbeats, the water was dark as mud. As they lathered, the assistant returned with two others and help them wash and comb their hair and beards. That process took nearly an hour and many rewashes and recombs, but the assistants showed great patience as they worked the combs through years of tangles. When they finished, the three dwarves were provided with fresh clothes and were led into another room, where the assistants trimmed their hair and braided it into warriors’ knots. As he stared at the hair on the ground, Leinjar couldn’t believe the number of gray hairs mixed in with the black. He had noticed a few in his beard, but the ones on the ground seemed to outnumber the dark. When the assistants finished with their hair, they led the dwarves back through the series of corridors and up the stairs, but this time, instead of turning into the great chamber, they entered the banquet hall, where the king and most of the observers awaited them. The dwarves were seated near the king, but on either side of Leinjar’s seat were an empty chair. The king introduced Leinjar to the queen, whose skin was caramel colored like Leinjar’s but whose hair was as white as the king’s. He knelt before her and kissed her hand. 
 
    “Lord Leinjar, I have a surprise for you,” the king said, waving his hand to an aide. 
 
    A door opened and two young warriors strode into the room. One was tall for a Tredjard and sinewy, and the other was normal height but thicker and more muscular. As soon as Leinjar saw their faces, however, he felt like he was looking in a mirror as a young dwarf. He jumped up and rushed to them. 
 
    “Daddy!” they called, their eyes widening. 
 
    They ran to meet him, and Leinjar flung his arms around them, pressing against them as hard as he could. Tears streamed down his face, and they cried, too. From the moment he had awakened a captive, a knot of fear had burned in his stomach, and he had endured too many years of wondering if they were safe and healthy with no way of knowing or doing anything about it. Now, seeing them grown with thick, full beards, the knot disappeared, and he was whole again. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked. 
 
    “We’ve lived here since you were taken,” the older, taller one said. 
 
    “Where’s your mother?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Daddy,” the younger one said. “She took ill a couple of years ago and passed away.” 
 
    “She’s gone?” Leinjar asked, his heart breaking. 
 
    “I’m sorry, son,” the king said from behind him. “I wish it were all good news.” 
 
    Full of mixed emotions, Leinjar stepped back from his sons and looked at them. They had grown into such fine Tredjards. Their beard clips told him they were lieutenants in the military, which meant technically they were higher rank than he was, so he saluted them. They returned the salute and laughed, and for the first time in as long as he could remember, Leinjar laughed, too, a full belly laugh from deep inside. Then, he thought about his wife and wished she could see them together again. 
 
    “Come, sit,” the king said, pointing at the chairs. 
 
    Leinjar allowed his sons to go first and then sat between them, once he was settled, the king tapped his glass with a fork, and the room fell silent. 
 
    “First, I will tell you what happened that night, and then I want to hear your tale.” 
 
    The king explained how the largest force ever to invade the Tredjard lands had attacked the fortress near Turljein. A thousand well-armed, well-trained Tredjards had fled the stronghold in terror, scattering in all directions. Then, the orcs had pushed to Leinjar’s gate, more than twenty thousand strong. Leinjar’s decision to send runners to the other towns and evacuate the civilians had allowed the army to fortify the gates and fend off the siege, which had lasted for weeks. The time he had spent holding the gate had allowed everyone to reach safety and had saved many lives. Given the cowardice of the soldiers at the fortress, Sergeant Leinjar had been declared a hero of the kingdom for his valor and was elevated to the status of Lord of Arms, the highest rank in the military, beneath only the king and queen. Since he was gone and feared dead, his family had been brought to the palace, where his sons had been raised as part of the royal family. When he finished speaking, the king took a box from one of his aides and asked Leinjar to come closer. 
 
    “No Tredjard is complete without his beard clip,” the king said. 
 
    He opened the box and lifted out a palladium clip fashioned as two great halberds forming an X. The king handed it to Leinjar’s oldest son and told the young dwarf to clip it on. The dwarf rose from his seat and attached it to the proper location halfway down the beard. As soon as it was in place, his oldest son stepped back and with all sincerity saluted his father. Then, every member of the military in the room, including his youngest son, rose from their seats and also saluted him. Leinjar returned the gesture and looked at the king, his eyes damp. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” he said, bowing his head. 
 
    “No, son. Thank you. Now, please, tell us your story.” 
 
    Leinjar started with awaking on the surface and described the trip to Koshlonsen. Then, he detailed the horrors of the trading block, how dwarves, elves, and even some humans were bought and sold with no more regard than cattle. He described the Slithsythe Plantation, explaining the division of labor among the orcs and slaves. When he came to the leisure slave cage, he paused and fell silent. 
 
    “I’d rather not tell you about that place,” he said, after composing himself. “My friends here can attest. None of you need to know the fights we endured.” 
 
    “I understand,” the king said. 
 
    Continuing with his story, Leinjar explained about Roskin arriving and trying to escape. Then, he detailed the beating Roskin had endured for the attempt, how he had reminded all of them that they were still dwarves. After that, he told them about the uprising and the ogre smashing through the cage door. When he mentioned the name of Crushaw, the king interrupted him: 
 
    “The Crushaw? Evil Blade?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “You fought with the general from the north who drinks his victims’ blood?” 
 
    “I never saw him do that, but we liberated many plantations together,” Leinjar said, smiling at the recollection. “And then defeated the orcs near the Pass of Hard Hope.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of this man. He’s almost as old as I am. Is he still a fierce warrior?” 
 
    “The fiercest I’ve ever met.” 
 
    Leinjar continued with his tale, every ear in the room leaning in closer to hear each word. He described the trek from the Marshwoggs to Kwarck’s home, relating how Roskin had chased down and slain the dog-beast on the mountains. Then, he explained about Molgheon being captured and having to hunt down the slave trader who took her. He illustrated their flight up the old road to avoid the Great Empire and the earthquake as they entered the Kiredurk gate. Then, he finished by describing how he and the other two had sneaked around the valley to avoid the Great Empire and return home. 
 
    “And all this time, you thought you had failed us?” the queen asked. 
 
    Leinjar nodded. 
 
    “Yet you chose to return, anyway?” she continued. 
 
    “Well, actually, I returned at the request of Roskin,” Leinjar said. 
 
    “Let me guess,” the king said. “The Kiredurks need help fighting the humans.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Leinjar said, holding the king’s gaze. “After the earthquake, their defenses are in ruins, and the Great Empire has sent a massive force against them.” 
 
    “What do you think?” the king asked. “Do they deserve our help.” 
 
    “If not for Roskin, I’d still be a slave. He’s a good dwarf, worthy of being a Tredjard.” 
 
    “High praise for a Kiredurk. Other than your debt to him, why should we get involved?” 
 
    “If the Great Empire conquers the Kiredurks, they will turn south on the Ghaldeons. Eventually, they will be at our gate. We should march out and stop them before that day arrives.” 
 
    “I see the wisdom in that,” the king said softly. “We should have done more when they first attacked Sturdeon. You are Lord of Arms. How many troops do you want?” 
 
    From the moment he had agreed to return home, Leinjar had been so worried about how he would be greeted that he hadn’t once even considered that question. If he were to make any difference in the battle, he would need at least two thousand, but he didn’t know how to ask, so he just sat there, staring blankly. 
 
    “My scouts tell me the orcs have withdrawn many troops from our border,” the king said. “So we could probably spare ten thousand. Is that enough?” 
 
    Leinjar nodded, words still escaping him. 
 
    “My king,” Leinjar’s oldest son said. “We volunteer for this service.” 
 
    Leinjar looked at his boys, conflicting emotions running through him. On one hand, pride filled him that they had grown into brave soldiers, but on the other, he knew the horrors of war and had just learned they were safe and happy. The last thing he wanted was to lose them in battle before he had gotten to know them again. 
 
    “That is up to the Lord of Arms,” the queen interjected. 
 
    The king looked at her, the expression of a husband who had spent a lifetime having his wife answer questions for him but still got aggravated by it. 
 
    “He’s their father,” she said, a stern look on her face. 
 
    “After all these years, I’m still second in command of my own kingdom,” the king said, smiling at Leinjar. 
 
    “Daddy,” the younger one said. “We’ll serve you well. Please, don’t leave us here.” 
 
    Leinjar thought about that night, the sound of the older one’s voice as he asked him to come with them to the shelter. That moment had been the hardest of his life, worse than anything he had endured as a slave. Leaving his children, even to defend them, had ripped a hole in his heart that had not healed until he saw them this night. Even though he would prefer them safe, he couldn’t leave them again. 
 
    “If it pleases the king,” Leinjar said. “You can serve.” 
 
    “Don’t ask me,” the king said, feigning hurt. “She’s the one who has to approve.” 
 
    Leinjar laughed and asked the queen if she agreed. She called his sons to her, and they rose from their seats and knelt on each side of her. She placed an arm around each of their necks and hugged them. As he watched the queen embrace his sons, Leinjar filled with warmth. They had been much loved while he was gone, and even though he had missed so many important moments of their lives, at least he could see they had been treated well. 
 
    “You are Tredjards,” she said. “If you want to serve your father, fight like Tredjards.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” his sons said. 
 
    “Then, it’s decided,” the king said. “You have your first two volunteers. Give me a couple of days to organize the rest of your force.” 
 
    As his sons returned to their seats, Leinjar thanked the king again. 
 
    “It’ll be an honor to assist the Kiredurks. Pity knows they won’t find any help in Kehldeon.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Leinjar asked, thinking of Roskin. 
 
    “Johreon the Red is a pitiful excuse for a king.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He cares only for his own power and own comfort. He treats his subjects like pigs. I have no use for him.” 
 
    “Roskin went to ask him for help.” 
 
    “Hmmph, he’ll find no help there.” 
 
    Leinjar wondered about his friend and hoped he was safe. 
 
    “No worries, Lord Leinjar,” the king said. “The Tredjards will drive the Great Empire from the valley. Now, let’s feast and celebrate your return. No more talk of business for the rest of the night.” 
 
    With that, the king raised his glass and called for a toast to the Lord of Arms. Everyone in the room toasted to him, and then the king called for music. Musicians entered the room, playing a lively tune usually reserved to celebrate a military victory. Dwarves rose from their seats and began dancing, including Leinjar’s sons. They pulled him to his feet and told him to join them. The former slave had forgotten how to dance, and other than the brief time among the Marshwoggs, he hadn’t enjoyed luxuries in so long that the revelry and festivity of the banquet seemed excessive to him. Throughout the orc lands, there were still thousands of Tredjards living on scraps, half-starved and scared of the lash or worse. While he enjoyed seeing his children happy and appreciated that the king wanted to honor him, he couldn’t help but feel guilty for celebrating while so many still endured what he had. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A week later, Lord Leinjar stood at the Ghaldeon gate, his sons and the other two by his side, and as the king had promised, ten thousand troops filling the tunnels behind him. He and the other two had been given new armor and weapons, and as they waited for the captain of the gate to emerge from his office, he studied his new halberd. While the orc pikes had served well enough, nothing compared to Tredjard weaponry. The handle was measured perfectly for his height, and the counter-weights gave the weapon excellent balance. His new mail hauberk fit comfortably, too, with a chest plate, vambrace for his arms, and a helmet, all tinted black. His palladium beard clip shone ever brighter contrasted against the dark metal. 
 
    “Forgive me,” the captain said, emerging from his office. “I was checking my duty roster.” 
 
    “I understand,” Leinjar said, extending his hand. 
 
    “And I’m sorry if I or my men mistreated you, Lord of Arms,” the captain said, shaking his hand. 
 
    “You did your duty,” Leinjar responded. “We’re heading out, now.” 
 
    “I can’t remember ever hearing of Tredjards leaving the kingdom to fight.” 
 
    “Me either, but we must turn back the Great Empire before we’re fighting them at this gate.” 
 
    “Well, I wish I were going with you.” 
 
    Leinjar nodded at the captain, thinking that the dwarf should be careful what he wished for. Then, he told his younger son to notify the troops that they were marching out, and the captain ordered the sergeant to open the gate. As the gate opened, Leinjar strode through the door and up the trail. Behind him, the thud of boots and clanking of metal thundered out of the tunnel’s opening, but he didn’t look back to watch the sight. Instead, he marched swiftly in the cool autumn air, mixed emotions stirring inside. He had visited his wife’s grave and said good bye to her, and even though his heart was heavy, he had duty to fulfill. They were at least a month from the valley, and he wanted to arrive there before the first snows made crossing the mountains too difficult. Roskin counted on him, and from what the king had told him, the Tredjards would be the only reinforcements the Kiredurks could count on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Deep and Tender Scars 
 
      
 
    King Sondious watched Jase down his ale and wondered aloud what was taking the General of Dorkhun so long. The general had been gone for weeks, and no word had come from the south about his whereabouts or those of Captain Roighwheil. With each moment that passed, the king worried that somehow the traitor had gathered a large enough force to defeat the general and was now planning an attack on the Halls of Gronwheil. With this growing fear, he had ordered extra watches around the city and had called troops away from the eastern gate to reinforce the capital. He hated weakening the defenses near the ogres, for more than anything, he wanted to launch an attack against them before winter, but with the traitor on the loose and the general unaccounted for, he had no other choice. 
 
    “My king, perhaps there was truth to the threat in the valley,” an advisor said. 
 
    “Nonsense,” the king muttered. 
 
    “I saw no army,” Jase said, snapping his fingers for an assistant to bring him fresh ale. “You can’t trust that Roskin.” 
 
    “You see!” the king yelled at the advisor. “The Great Empire isn’t preparing to attack us. It’s Roskin and that traitor Roighwheil.” 
 
    “But my king, we don’t even know this dwarf,” the advisor said, pointing at Jase. 
 
    “Why are they picking on me?” Jase asked. “I’m just a poor cripple.” 
 
    “So far,” King Sondious hissed. “Jase is the only one I can trust. Send out more scouts to locate the general.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the advisor said, rising from her seat. As she walked by Jase, she shot him a glare, and the former exile smiled back smugly. 
 
    King Sondious called for an assistant to bring him something for his legs, which were throbbing in terrible pain. He would find the rebellion and crush it, even if it meant delaying his attack on the ogres until spring. Those who opposed him would be made examples of, and everyone would soon learn that he was a mighty king. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Our best bet,” the General of Dorkhun said to Captain Roighwheil, pointing at a crude map of the valley. “Is to stay behind these fortifications and make the Great Empire climb the mountain.” 
 
    “Until Roskin returns with an army,” the captain said. 
 
    “If that happens, we’ll wait till the humans have turned most of their infantry to face them, and then we’ll attack from behind, but for now, we have to assume we’re alone.” 
 
    “I agree, but Roskin will come through for us.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” the general said. “You did a fine job getting that gate built. It’s even better than before, I believe.” 
 
    “Roskin deserves most of the credit,” the captain said. “He had the repairs underway before I even arrived.” 
 
    “Really?” the general responded, stroking his beard. “All I know of him is that young brat who threw tantrums when things didn’t go his way.” 
 
    “He was a handful,” the captain chuckled. “But he’s grown into a fine Kiredurk.” 
 
    “You know, many of my soldiers blame him for all of this,” the general said gravely. “Many grumble about him.” 
 
    “I hope before this is over, they get an opportunity to see how thick his beard has become.” 
 
    “Perhaps so.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Molgheon noticed the wagon’s tracks had grown fresher, meaning she was gaining on them at last. Either they had slowed their pace, or they had stopped for an extended time. Whichever the case, she was now only a few minutes behind them instead of a full day. They had already passed Murkdolm and were now just three of four days from Sturdeon. As they had passed through Murkdolm, she had given up their track and circled around the town for fear of anyone recognizing her. On the road to Sturdeon, she had found the wagon’s tracks and was certain it was the same one she had been following for so long. 
 
    She had barely eaten for three days, having run out of rations and not wanting to waste any more arrows on hunting. Only six remained in her quiver, and since she had no idea how many people occupied the wagon, she wanted to save the ones she had left. She survived on what berries she could gather along the roadside and occasionally worms she dug from the rich soil. During her time in the Resistance, she had survived for longer on less, and while worms weren’t the tastiest of meals, they were a great source of protein. Hopefully, she would catch the wagon before Sturdeon and then, after killing Torkdohn and anyone who protected him, could salvage good rations from the slave traders. 
 
    As she cleared a steep rise, she spotted the wagon at the bottom of the hill, roughly half a mile below. Her instincts had been correct, for it was a slave trader’s wagon, and from her vantage point atop the hill, she saw two dwarves and a human opening a cage in the bed. She crept from the trail into the thick brush and slithered along the hillside, moving as quietly as she could. From that distance, she didn’t recognize one of the dwarves as Torkdohn, but she was positive he was among them. She moved along the ridge until she could see the wagon’s profile and climbed a tall tree. 
 
    As the wagon came into full view, she peered at the people moving around on the ground, but neither of the dwarves was him. She steadied herself on the branch and watched. On the seat of the wagon, a third dwarf held the reigns, but he wasn’t Torkdohn either. The dwarf sat leisurely, propping his feet on the front board and daydreaming. The three on the ground stood together, laughing about something. Molgheon knew they had stopped and opened the cage because they had caught someone, but she saw no indications of a captive anywhere. Just as she was about to climb down, rustling in the brush behind the wagon caught her eye. 
 
    Torkdohn emerged from the growth, dragging a young dwarf in a net. Sweat poured from his face, and he struggled to get the net the last few feet. Carefully, Molgheon unslung her bow, stretched out on the branch, and notched an arrow. Before she could aim, however, Torkdohn turned and reentered the woods. The two dwarves on the ground hoisted the net into the back and opened it. The young dwarf tried to dart from their grasp, but the human struck him with a club, knocking the captive down in the bed. The young dwarf crawled towards the front and curled into a ball. 
 
    Molgheon turned her aim to the driver. She decided to waylay these four and hurry down to the wagon before Torkdohn returned from the woods. She pulled back the string and exhaled slowly. The arrow whistled through the air and struck the driver in the side of his neck. He slumped over in the seat, and the other three turned in his direction, calling out to him. Before any of them could move, however, a second arrow struck the human directly in the chest. He collapsed to his knees, clutching the arrow, and then crumpled to the ground. 
 
    The two dwarves froze in place, staring at the dead man, and before either of them regained their wits, a third arrow struck down one of them. The last one ran for the front of the wagon, but in his panic, he ran along the side facing Molgheon. Her fourth shot dropped him before he reached the front wheel. She tossed her bow to the forest floor and shimmied down the tree trunk. Grabbing the bow and checking her last two arrows, she sprinted down the hill. The brush tore at her skin, but she ignored the stings and burst from the growth onto the road. The sudden change in incline cause her to lose her balance, and she fell to the packed earth. The last two arrows spilled from her quiver, but the bow wasn’t damaged from the tumble. 
 
    She pushed herself up and got her bearings. Standing just a few yards away, Torkdohn stared at her, his mouth open. He dropped his hold on the second net he had been dragging, turned, and bolted into the woods. Molgheon grabbed her arrows and started after him, ignoring the screams of the dwarf in the net. She could hear Torkdohn just ahead of her, but the brush was too thick for a clear shot. She ran as hard as she could, trying to close the distance, but her legs were weak from lack of food. Then, she heard crying off to her left, the sound of several young dwarves calling out. 
 
    She ran a few more steps, focused on her hatred for Torkdohn, but then, she stopped chasing him and turned towards the sounds of the captured dwarves. She slowed her pace to a steady jog and followed the noise. After a few yards, she came upon a small stream where three dwarves lay trammeled in nets, crying for help and struggling against the ropes. She slung her bow across her back and knelt beside them. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said, undoing the knot closest to her. 
 
    As soon as the net opened, a dwarf no older than ten crawled from the trap and scrambled on her hands and knees away from Molgheon. The archer moved to the next net and opened it, and an even younger dwarf crawled out and froze in front of her. Finally, she freed the last one, a child of maybe five. She picked him up and soothed him, calling for the other two. The middle one came to her immediately, but the third stopped by the stream and held her ground. 
 
    “You’re safe,” Molgheon said. 
 
    “There are more,” she whimpered. 
 
    “They’re gone,” Molgheon replied. “Please, let’s go find your friends.” 
 
    Reluctantly, the ten year old got to her feet and moved beside them. Carrying the youngest and holding the middle one’s hand, Molgheon followed the path Torkdohn had tramped to the wagon. Before they cleared the brush, Molgheon stopped and set the youngest on the ground. She asked the middle one to sit beside him and turned to the oldest. 
 
    “Please, don’t let them see what’s out there. None of you need to see that.” 
 
    “Did you kill them?” 
 
    “Yes,” Molgheon said. 
 
    “I want to see them. I hate them.” 
 
    Molgheon reached out and stroked the young dwarf’s cheek. The girl flinched from the touch but didn’t pull away. 
 
    “Please, don’t let the little ones see this.” 
 
    The girl nodded and sat beside them. She pulled a blade of grass from the ground and showed them how to tie it in a knot without breaking the blade. Molgheon stepped onto the road, where the human and dwarf lay dead, their dark blood pooling around their bodies. She walked over to the child still struggling against the net and knelt. 
 
    “You’re safe, now,” Molgheon cooed. 
 
    “Let me out of this thing,” the girl sobbed. 
 
    “I will, but please stay calm. The little ones are safe, but I don’t want them to see these bodies.” 
 
    “The youngest is my brother. Did they hurt him?” 
 
    “No, they’re all okay. When I let you out, go to them and keep them in the woods until I come get you.” 
 
    The girl nodded, so Molgheon undid the knot and freed her. The girl wrapped her arms around Molgheon’s neck and hugged her, sobbing on her shoulder. Molgheon patted her back and whispered that she was safe. After a few heartbeats, the girl pulled back, her tears subsiding. Molgheon pointed to the woods, and the girl wiped her face before walking in that direction. Then, Molgheon climbed into the bed and checked on the boy who had been struck by the human. He was dazed and had a large lump on the side of his head but didn’t seem seriously hurt. 
 
    “Can you stand?” Molgheon asked. 
 
    “I think so,” he replied. From his thin beard, Molgheon figured he was at no more than fourteen. 
 
    “I need you to help me move these bodies before the young ones come out of the woods.” 
 
    They climbed out of the bed and dragged each body from the road into the brush where Molgheon had come down the hill, and she managed to salvage two of her arrows from them. After they were all moved, Molgheon had the boy clean as much blood from the seat as possible. As he cleaned, she removed the door from the cage and dragged it to the bodies. The children would have to ride in the cage, but she didn’t want them closed up inside. Then, she gathered the two nets from the road and tossed them on top of the door. Finally, she covered the bodies, door, and nets with as many leaves as she could scrape from the forest floor. The camouflage wouldn’t hide them for long, but she hoped it would give her enough time to get the children home safely. 
 
    She stared in the direction towards which Torkdohn had run and burned to chase after him, but she couldn’t leave these children here alone, especially if a sentry happened by and saw the carnage. He was heading for Sturdeon more than likely, and after the children were home, she would find him there. Then, she would finish this. If she had learned anything during the Resistance, it was to maintain patience when chasing down a foe. He had gotten lucky that she had lost her balance. Otherwise, he, too, would be laying in that pile. As she stared at the woods, the boy moved beside her. 
 
    “It’s as clean as I can get it,” he said. 
 
    Molgheon nodded, barely hearing him. 
 
    “Where’d you learn to shoot like that?” the boy asked, gazing at her in awe. 
 
    Molgheon turned and looked at him but didn’t answer. When she was his age, she had already been fighting in the Resistance for a full year. She had learned to shoot because she had to, and she happened to be good at it because of her eyesight and steady hands. Over the years, she had killed hundreds with a bow and arrow, but she felt no pride about it. War had been thrust upon her. Given the choice she would’ve chosen a peaceful life, and here was a young pup who had just barely escaped a lifetime of slavery admiring her ability to kill. He knew nothing of what it meant to take another’s life, and even if she spent the rest of the day trying to explain it, he wouldn’t grasp the gravity. Finding her patience, she took a deep breath and asked where they all lived. 
 
    “About a mile from here,” he said. “We live in a small village just off the main road.” 
 
    “Go get the others,” she said. 
 
    He ran to the woods and returned shortly, leading the younger dwarves. Molgheon helped them into the cage, explaining that they had to hurry. The two oldest girls resisted climbing into the cage, but when Molgheon showed them she had removed the door, they relented and climbed up. Then, Molgheon told the boy to get in the seat with her to show her the way. He nodded and rushed to the front. Molgheon checked the four horses to make sure they had calmed down from the commotion and then climbed into the seat, laying her bow beside her. She undid the brake and snapped the reins. The wagon lurched forward, and she worked the team into a steady trot. 
 
    After a half mile, the boy showed her the path to turn onto, and within a few minutes, they reached the village. Dwarves working in their fields looked up from their harvest and followed the wagon to the boy’s house. By the time Molgheon stopped the team, more than a dozen dwarves were walking towards her. She latched the brake and hopped down, leaving her bow in the seat. The boy jumped down, too, and ran to the dwarves who were approaching. 
 
    “What’s going on?” one Ghaldeon asked, his face weathered from years in the sun. 
 
    “We got jumped down at the stream by slave traders,” the boy replied excitedly. “But she saved us.” 
 
    As the men questioned the boy, Molgheon helped the children from the bed. The women came from their houses and gathered around, asking what was happening. The children ran to their parents and wrapped their arms around them, and everyone talked at once. Finally, Molgheon whistled sharply to silence them. 
 
    “None of you are safe here,” she said. “Four slave traders are dead, and when the soldiers find them, they will come looking.” 
 
    “I know you,” one of the women said. “We served together some twenty years ago.” 
 
    Molgheon studied her face but didn’t recognize the dwarf. 
 
    “We need to listen to her,” the woman said. “She’s a member of the Resistance.” 
 
    “Where do we go?” one of the men asked. 
 
    “Do any of you have kin in the mountains?” Molgheon asked. 
 
    “I do,” another dwarf said. “It’s a couple day’s walk from here.” 
 
    “How many of you live in this village?” Molgheon asked. 
 
    “This is just about all of us,” the one who recognized her said. “Maybe five or six more.” 
 
    “Do your kin have room for all of you? A barn or something?” 
 
    “I suppose,” the dwarf said. 
 
    “Then, gather your things and get moving,” Molgheon said. 
 
    The crowd began squabbling amongst themselves, some saying they couldn’t leave their crops and others saying they weren’t scared of the humans. Molgheon whistled again and spoke sharply: 
 
    “Those of you who want to live, get moving. The rest of you, if you’d rather watch your family die, then stay here and wait.” 
 
    “Gather what you can carry,” one of the older men said. “I’ve seen enough death in my time.” 
 
    In groups of three and four, the dwarves went to their homes, leaving Molgheon alone at the wagon . She went to the front and rummaged under the seat, searching for rations. She found a box of dried meats and gobbled down three pieces, barely tasting the food. As it hit her stomach, she realized just how hungry she was. She located a waterskin and took a long drink. The water cooled her parched throat, and she leaned against the wagon, exhausted from the weeks of walking on barely any food. She needed a good night’s rest before resuming her hunt for Torkdohn. 
 
    “I just wanted to thank you,” a woman said, walking towards her with a basket full of food and clothes. “One of the girls you saved is my only child.” 
 
    “It’s just lucky I happened along when I did.” 
 
    “Can I do anything to repay you?” 
 
    “Do you have any arrows,” Molgheon asked. 
 
    “My cousin might. She’s a hunter. Let me check.” 
 
    The woman hurried off in a different direction, and several more of the families returned to the wagon to wait for everyone. One by one, the children she had rescued came to her and hugged her, and each of their parents thanked her and offered her gifts for what she had done. As politely as she could, Molgheon turned down the gifts, but then she asked if anyone had a barn she could sleep in. 
 
    “You can sleep in our house,” one of the fathers said. 
 
    “No, if they come tonight, they’ll search the houses first. If I’m in a barn, I have a better chance of hearing them before they find me.” 
 
    “I reckon that makes sense,” he said. “I’d be proud if you’d stay in my barn.” 
 
    He pointed to an old building on the back side of the village, one the farthest structures from the main road. 
 
    “That’s perfect,” Molgheon said, shaking his hand. 
 
    “Here’s a dozen arrows,” the mother from before said. Her cousin was beside her and handed Molgheon the quiver. 
 
    “That’s all I have.” 
 
    “Here,” Molgheon said, taking six arrows from the quiver. “This’ll do.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Molgheon nodded and thanked both women. 
 
    “What happened to your face?” the dwarf who had served with her asked. 
 
    “Just battle scars,” Molgheon muttered, turning away. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to be so rude,” the dwarf said, touching her arm. Molgheon recoiled from the touch. “It’s just that those are fresh scars.” 
 
    Molgheon turned and faced her, trying desperately to remember the woman, but no memory would come. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the woman said. “I shouldn’t have blurted that out.” 
 
    “I guess I look hideous, huh?” 
 
    The dwarf held up her right hand, revealing that her index and middle fingers were gone. 
 
    “I was an archer, too, before they caught me.” 
 
    Molgheon stared at her hand and thought about Torkdohn waving the bolt cutters in her face. She touched the dwarf’s shoulder and smiled. 
 
    “We all have scars,” the woman said. “And yours just make you look as tough as you’ve always been.” 
 
    One of the men called out that everyone was accounted for and said they should get moving. Molgheon reminded them to stay off main roads and cut cross country as much as possible. The dwarf whose family they were going to led the way, and the group starting out, waving goodbye and thanking her as they passed. The former archer remained beside her until everyone had passed and hugged her goodbye before falling in line. Molgheon watched them leave, hoping they made it safely. Once they were beyond the last field, she unlatched the brake and led the horses to the barn. With the wagon was inside the main stall, she unhitched the team and led them outside to roam free. When the horses were all in the pasture, she searched through the barn and found fresh vegetables that didn’t need cooking. She ate until her stomach ached and then curled up in the bed of the wagon and fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    She awoke with a start and sat up. The morning light shone through slits in the barn, and she realized she had slept at least twelve hours. She strained her ears for any sound outside, but all was quiet. Slowly, she climbed down from the wagon, stiff from sleeping on the hard wood, and crept around the barn, looking through the slits for any sign of soldiers. Once she was satisfied no one was out there, she packed as many dried meats as her pack would hold and retrieved her bow from the seat. She counted the arrows in her quiver to make sure none had spilled out while she slept, but all ten were there. Finally, she crept to the stall door and opened it just enough to squeeze through. 
 
    In the pasture, the horses grazed on the dew damp grass, and the deserted village was eerily still. She scanned the area for any motion, but other than a few chickens running around, all was calm. Using the sun as her guide, she walked in the direction of Sturdeon. Like the villagers, she would have to avoid the main roads and move cross country until she reached the city. Then, she would have to sneak into town during the night. During the Resistance, she had done it several times, so she wasn’t too concerned with getting into the city. Once she got there, however, searching for Torkdohn would be another matter. 
 
    She used to be acquainted with a few tavern owners, dwarves who might know where to find him, if any of them were still there. Her biggest concern was that as a slave trader Torkdohn probably knew more people in Sturdeon than she did, and the kinds of dwarves he would know were an unsavory lot, thieves and murderers and thugs. She had no money to bribe them, so she would have to be on her guard to navigate the places she would have to search. But she would find him, and when she did, he wouldn’t get away again. As she entered the forest at the end of the pasture, she adjusted her pack and bow before stooping beneath a low-lying branch. Her body ached from the hard sleep, and she didn’t look forward to struggling through the dense brush for three or four days. Focusing on her training, she picked her way through the forest silently and ignored the stiffness in her joints and muscles. They would loosen up soon enough. The most important thing was not to get caught before she made it inside the city. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Darkness Spreads 
 
      
 
    Bordorn and Krondious crouched at the bridge just outside of Horseshoe Bend. Behind them, Roskin sat on the ground, shivering and shaking even though the temperature hovered in the mid-fifties. Lorac stood behind him, staring into the distance, his aged face expressionless as it had been for most of the trip. They had decided to enter town under cover of darkness, just in case the king had sent troops to watch for them, and as they crouched, Krondious peered through the dark to look for any sign of danger. After a few moments, he signaled to Bordorn that all looked clear, so the Ghaldeon rose and led them into town. 
 
    Bordorn was worried about Roskin. Ever since Lorac had joined them, the strange fever had returned, and his moods were dark and sullen. From the moment they had seen the dwarves hanging at the castle, he had grown more and more withdrawn, snapping at Bordorn and Krondious if they spoke to him. In all the years Bordorn had known the Kiredurk heir, even in his early teens when he was prone to outbursts, the Ghaldeon had never seen him so angry and brooding. He even seemed to have forgotten about the danger to his kingdom, for not once since they had left Kehldeon had he uttered a word about how they were going to drive the Great Empire from the valley. Given how single-minded he had been before, Bordorn found that the most peculiar of all his behavior. 
 
    Staying in the shadows as much as possible, Bordorn crept to the inn and climbed the steps to the front door. He turned to make certain the others were still with him and saw Roskin and Lorac sit on the bench where he and Krondious had waited the first time they came here. He walked over to the edge of the porch and spoke directly to Lorac: 
 
    “Aren’t you coming inside?” he asked, as Krondious tied the horse to a post. 
 
    “We’ll wait here,” the elf said. His voice reminded Bordorn of a wounded animal. 
 
    “Roskin needs something hot to eat,” Bordorn persisted. Krondious moved beside him and folded his arms across his chest. 
 
    “He said we’ll wait here,” Roskin snapped. “Now, go.” 
 
    Bordorn bit his lip and glanced at Krondious, who stared at the elf with a menacing glare. Bordorn nudged his arm and asked him to come inside. The white beard exhaled sharply and turned away. The two entered the inn, where they were greeted by a smiling Ghaldeon behind the desk. Bordorn explained that they were going to the tavern first, and she nodded and told them to enjoy themselves. He was grateful for the hospitable welcome, for after traveling with Lorac for nearly two weeks, he was sick of icy stares and sharp tones. 
 
    “I’m about to drive my axe into that elf’s skull,” Krondious said, as they walked down the hallway. 
 
    “I wouldn’t stop you except one thing,” Bordorn replied. “Something tells me, we’d have to fight Roskin, too.” 
 
    “You may be right, but I’m done with his attitude.” 
 
    “Me, too, Kronny.” 
 
    As they entered the tavern, Kohldorn saw them and called out in joy. He came from behind the bar and shook both of their hands. Then, he looked around and asked where Roskin was, a look of worry on his old face. Bordorn explained that he was outside and didn’t want to come in. The barkeep asked why, and Bordorn and Krondious both shrugged at him. Kohldorn stared at them for a moment and then called to a young dwarf at the bar: 
 
    “Would you go fetch Krestreon? Tell him his friends have returned.” 
 
    The dwarf finished his drink and hurried down the hall. Kohldorn pointed for them to find a table and went behind the bar. He returned shortly with two tankards of ale and set them on the table where they had sat. The dwarves thanked him, and each took long pulls from their beverages. Bordorn needed to clear his head and think. The king had betrayed them, leaving them with no army, and Roskin was lost in his own world. Bordorn had no idea how to fix this. He took another long drink and leaned back in his chair, resting his aching body. After a few minutes, Krestreon entered the tavern, dressed in new clothes and wearing a sword on his hip. 
 
    “What’s wrong with Roskin?” he asked. “He wouldn’t even speak to me. And who’s that elf?” 
 
    “Someone we met on Delkhun,” Bordorn replied, disgust in his tone. “We think he’s what’s wrong with Roskin.” 
 
    “Well, it’s good to see you both,” Krestreon said, laying his sword on the table before sitting. “Are the troops behind you?” 
 
    “There are no troops,” Bordorn said. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “My cousin lied to us.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Bordorn explained the whole story, and Krestreon interrupted often with questions. When Bordorn described all forty-three dwarves hanging outside the castle, the dwarf leaned forward in his seat and stared at him. 
 
    “All of them?” he asked, after a long pause. 
 
    “All.” 
 
    “That’s harsh, even to send a message.” 
 
    “Too harsh,” Krondious said, running his thumb up and down the handle of his tankard. “That wasn’t just.” 
 
    “The king wields a heavy hand,” Kohldorn said, setting three fresh tankards on the table. 
 
    “I’ve been judged by a king,” Krondious said, barely above a whisper. “And I can tell you mercy goes much farther.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Bordorn said. “I’m ashamed to call him my cousin.” 
 
    “Well,” Krestreon said. “It’s not all bad news.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    Krestreon grinned and leaned in closer. He explained that since they had captured Alganeon, word had spread through the countryside and many Ghaldeons wanted to join the dwarves who stood against tyranny. Arching an eyebrow, Bordorn asked how many, and Krestreon said nearly a hundred. 
 
    “That’s a start,” Krondious said. 
 
    “A hundred against ten thousand?” Bordorn asked. 
 
    “More will come,” Krestreon offered. 
 
    “We need rest,” Bordorn said, before taking a long drink from his fresh tankard. 
 
    “I’ll arrange rooms for you,” Kohldorn said. 
 
    Bordorn thanked him and told Krondious to wait there while he went for Roskin. Krondious nodded and mumbled about not wanting to see the elf anyway. Bordorn strode outside and told Roskin and Lorac that they were getting rooms in the inn. Without turning to face him, Lorac said they would prefer to sleep in the woods. Bordorn stepped closer and asked Roskin to come inside, but the Kiredurk shook his head and tightened his cloak around his shoulders. Bordorn stared at his friend, whose face looked strained from the fever. Then, he asked Lorac to please tell Roskin to come inside. 
 
    “Elves prefer the outdoors,” Lorac said, still facing east. 
 
    “He’s sick.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Roskin snapped, shivering as he said it. “Leave us alone.” 
 
    Bordorn sighed and stepped off the porch to retrieve his sword and Krondious’s axe from the horse. He would feel safer having them close at hand if any soldiers showed up in the night. As he strapped the sword around his waist, Lorac turned to face him. 
 
    “How long do you plan to linger in this place?” 
 
    “A day or two. Then, we’ll head to Mount Lokholme.” 
 
    “That’s north. We need to head east.” 
 
    “No,” Bordorn quipped. “We don’t. In case Roskin hasn’t told you, there’s an army on the doorstep of his kingdom that we’re trying to defeat.” 
 
    “What army?” Roskin asked, his voice distant. 
 
    “This is madness!” Bordorn called, hefting Krondious’s axe from the horse. “You know what army! Pull yourself together, Pepper Beard.” 
 
    “Watch your tone with me, dwarf,” Roskin growled. To Bordorn, his voice sounded like Lorac’s. 
 
    Gripping the axe tightly, Bordorn turned away and headed up the steps. He couldn’t fight his friend, but if he stayed there a moment longer, he would say something that would make it inevitable. Walking through the lobby and down the hallway, he calmed himself. When he entered the tavern, he laid the axe on the table and told the others he was going to bed. Krondious rose, lifted his axe, and said that sounded like a good idea. Kohldorn handed them two keys, explaining that each room had two beds. Bordorn handed him one key back and said to hold the other in case Roskin came inside. The old dwarf nodded and explained where the room was located, and Bordorn bid him and Krestreon good night. Then, he and Bordorn walked down the hallway and up the steps to their room. They each collapsed on their beds and were asleep within minutes. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As moonlight shone down on him, Kwarck knelt beside a stream and took a deep breath. In all his planning and maneuvering to counter the Great Empire, he had pulled one too many strings, disturbing the balance of nature. That’s why all this had happened. He hadn’t felt anything from Roskin since the last night at his farm and needed to know where he was. Using all his energy, he searched for the heir, but no feeling would come to him. He washed his hands in the cold water and splashed some on his face. There was only one choice left to him, and it was the last one he wanted. Clearing his mind and focusing himself, he reached out to Lorac. A wave of coldness washed through him as he connected with the dark one. 
 
    I offer my life in place of the boy’s, Kwarck said. 
 
    Why would I want a pathetic healer when I have a warrior in his prime? 
 
    You know my powers. You’ve sought them for years. 
 
    I no longer need them. 
 
    There’s no chance this will work. Even if you reach the forest, the two of you will not be allowed to stay. 
 
    And who will stop us? It seems all the warriors have left. 
 
    Kwarck froze at the thought. An image of Lorac and Roskin standing over the slain elders filled him, and he felt Lorac laugh. 
 
    Thank you for giving me the path home, the dark one said. 
 
    I will stop you. 
 
    You will die. 
 
    With that, Lorac shoved Kwarck from his mind, and the hermit collapsed on the ground, gasping for breath. Slowly, the coldness faded, and he struggled to his hands and knees. Connecting with Lorac filled him with the same poisoned sensation he had felt on the night of darkness, and he crawled to the stream and washed his hands again. As the water rushed over his skin, the feeling evaporated. He lay down by the stream and stared at the stars twinkling in the darkness. Though it had sickened him, connecting with Lorac had shown him two things: He now knew where they were in the Ghaldeon lands, and Lorac hadn’t yet fully broken Roskin’s mind. Otherwise, the two would already be moving to the Koorleine Forest. Roskin was stronger than Kwarck had believed. He smiled at that thought and drifted off to sleep with the sound of the stream in his ears. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the first light of morning, Bordorn stood on the steps of the inn with Krestreon and Krondious, looking out at the dwarves who had come to join them. Roskin and Lorac were nowhere in sight, and they had taken the horse wherever they had gone. As Bordorn scanned the crowd, he noticed that nearly all the dwarves carried bows, but few had swords. From the crowd, an old dwarf stepped forward and bowed. 
 
    “I fought against the Great Empire when they first attacked our lands, and I served in the Resistance for many years. Is it true you plan to drive them from our lands?” 
 
    “We will fight them,” Bordorn said. “But our numbers are few.” 
 
    “I’m old, now, and not the warrior I once was, but you have my bow,” the dwarf said, kneeling. Behind him, the others knelt, too. 
 
    “Please, know,” Bordorn said. “The king isn’t sending any troops.” 
 
    “He’s no king of mine,” the old dwarf said, struggling to his feet. “I serve the house of Logruhk.” 
 
    Dozens of Ghaldeons echoed the old dwarf, and Bordorn warmed at the mention of his great uncle. He had no memory of the vanished king, but during his days among the Kiredurks, his uncle had told him many stories. King Logruhk had been a kind and generous Ghaldeon, and though he lacked the military skills to fight the Great Empire, his uncle had always claimed he was regarded as a good king. Hearing these dwarves, some of whom like him hadn’t even been born when the king disappeared, affirmed all his uncle had told him. He stepped off the porch and shook the old dwarf’s hand. 
 
    “It’s an honor to meet you,” Bordorn said. 
 
    “Are you King Logruhk’s son?” the dwarf asked, peering at him. 
 
    “No,” Bordorn said, taken aback. 
 
    “You look like him.” 
 
    Bordorn had been told that as a boy by his kin, the ones who had sought exile among the Kiredurks, but hearing it from a stranger struck him as somehow more real. He thanked the old dwarf and told the crowd to get plenty of rest, for they would march for Mount Lokholme at first light the next morning. The dwarves cheered at the news and disbanded, moving back to their campsites on the edge of town. Bordorn returned to the porch, where Krondious stared at him. 
 
    “Are you crazy?” the white beard asked. “We can’t attack that army with them.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Kronny,” Bordorn said, slapping him on the shoulder. “I have a plan.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bordorn found Roskin and Lorac in the woods across from the inn. Roskin sat on the earth, staring down, his expression almost catatonic, and the elf stood motionless, still looking to the east. Bordorn sat beside Roskin and touched his friend’s arm. Without looking up, the heir jerked away and wrapped his arms more tightly around his body. 
 
    “Ghaldeons have come to help us fight,” Bordorn offered. “We march at first light.” 
 
    “Where?” Roskin asked. 
 
    “The slopes of Lokholme.” 
 
    “Is that where I want to go?” Roskin asked Lorac. 
 
    “No, we need to move east.” 
 
    “Look here!” Bordorn said, standing and placing his hand on his sword’s pommel. 
 
    Lorac spun around, one of his swords drawn, and pressed the tip of the blade to Bordorn’s neck. The elf’s aged faced twisted in a ravenous contortion of hate that sent a chill through the Ghaldeon. 
 
    “The only reason you still have life is because I choose not to end it.” 
 
    “Roskin’s home is in danger,” Bordorn whispered, moving his hand from his sword. 
 
    “His home is in the Koorleine Forest.” 
 
    “I think I’m supposed to go north,” Roskin said, looking up at them as if they were having a pleasant conversation. “I can’t remember why, but it seems important.” 
 
    “Fine,” Lorac said, sheathing his sword as quickly as he had drawn it. “We head north, for now.” 
 
    Bordorn backed away slowly, afraid to turn his back on the elf. Never before had he seen a look of such pure hatred, and he shook with fear. As he backpedaled, he repeated that they would leave at first light, and Lorac turned east, ignoring him. Roskin stared back at the ground, shivering beneath his cloak and tunic. Finally, when he reached a safe distance, Bordorn turned and ran from the woods. He had never considered himself a coward, but the elf terrified him. He wanted to get Roskin away from danger, but he had no idea how to do so without bloodshed, for he knew if he and a group of dwarves attacked the elf, Roskin would defend him. So far, Lorac had shown no inclination to hurt the Kiredurk, and as he neared the inn, Bordorn decided it was best not to tell Krondious what had just happened. 
 
    Composing himself, he entered the building and walked to the tavern where Krondious and Krestreon were finishing their breakfasts. Bordorn unhooked his scabbard and leaned his weapon against the wall before sitting with them. Kohldorn asked if he wanted a plate, and he nodded, even though his stomach still burned with fear. Krondious glanced up at him and asked if he were okay. 
 
    “Yeah, just a lot on my mind.” 
 
    “A handful more dwarves arrived this morning,” Krestreon said, cutting into a sausage. “Word is spreading throughout the lands.” 
 
    “My cousin won’t like that,” Bordorn returned, scratching his beard. “Have you already returned all that money to the people?” 
 
    “The copper and silver, yes. We’re still dividing the gold. Why?” 
 
    “Take half of it and put it in a chest. When soldiers arrive, offer it to them as a gift for the king.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Krestreon said, looking up from his plate. 
 
    “You should stay here and keep order,” Bordorn replied, folding his hands on the table. “We’re gonna need a supply line, and the king already knows you are in charge here. If you give him that gold, he’ll be pleased for awhile.” 
 
    “I want to defend my home,” Krestreon said, growing agitated. 
 
    “You are,” Krondious interjected. “Bordorn’s right. You can keep a supply line open so we don’t starve through the winter.” 
 
    “You’re a fine warrior. Better than I am,” Bordorn said. “But the dwarves in this town already trust you. If you leave now, there’s no telling what will happen.” 
 
    “Okay,” Krestreon said, looking out the window. “But I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Just think,” Bordorn chuckled. “You’ll probably get to fight the king’s troops before it’s all over with.” 
 
    “You’re not helping,” Krestreon said. 
 
    Krondious laughed and slapped Krestreon on the shoulder. The Ghaldeon looked at him and then Bordorn. At first, his expression remained serious, but then, a smile came to his lips, and finally, he laughed, too. At his laughter, Krondious roared even harder, which caused Bordorn to start. From the back, Kohldorn brought Bordorn his plate and asked what joke he had missed. 
 
    “These two are crazy,” Krestreon said, still laughing. 
 
    “You just now figure that out?” Bordorn asked, winking at Krondious. 
 
    “All three of you seem a bit odd to me,” Kohldorn said. 
 
    The three dwarves howled with laughter, and the barkeep shook his head and walked away. Bordorn wiped his eyes and looked down at his plate. Even though he was about launch a dangerous plan, at least he knew these dwarves. He was glad to have Krestreon keeping this town secure and Krondious at his side. His idea for fighting the Great Empire might get them all killed, but at least he would die having known good friends. In his life, he had been driven from his home, maimed in battle, and betrayed by his cousin, and through all that, here he was laughing over breakfast. He only wished Roskin would come inside and join them. The Kiredurk’s behavior worried him, and he had no idea what would happen with the elf. Despite the uncertainty, he felt confident his plan had a chance. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A week later, Bordorn and Krondious stood at the pass on Mount Lokholme. Krondious held the horse’s bridle and rubbed its nose to keep it calm. Behind them just over a hundred Ghaldeons formed a line down the mountain. At the tail of the line, just barely in Bordorn’s sight, Roskin and Lorac followed behind. Bordorn told the dwarf at the front to spread word that from this point forward, they would need to march as stealthily as possible. The dwarf nodded and whispered it to the one behind him. Then, Bordorn glanced at Krondious and asked if he were ready. The white beard nodded, so Bordorn started over the crest and down the mountain. 
 
    They descended the steep slope, treading carefully on the loose path. A cold wind blew from the north, carrying the first hint of winter. Bordorn brought up the hood of his cloak to cover his ears and glanced occasionally to the east, watching for a place to leave the trail that looked down on the edge of the army in the valley. Throughout the afternoon, they moved slowly, winding their way along the path. Finally, three thousand feet above the valley floor, Bordorn spotted a clearing that overlooked the land below. He halted the line, whispered for Krondious to hold them there, and crept forward to the opening in the trees. 
 
    Below him, just over a mile away, the army spread across the valley. He had barely seen them on their way out of the kingdom, for Roskin had been focused on avoiding them, but now, staring down at the force, the reality of ten thousand armed troops made his heart sink momentarily. As far as he could see, smoke rose from hundreds of campfires, and soldiers moved around the valley like a colony of ants. Remembering his plan, he studied the contour of the mountain. At this point, the slope leveled out less steep, and about a half mile below him the trees had been cleared out by farmers. This area would work perfectly for his idea. 
 
    He hurried back to the path and motioned for the group to follow him. They moved off the trail and cut across the rough terrain until they reached the clearing in the forest. Bordorn moved them a few yards south, until they were behind a thick grove of ponderosa pines on a relatively level spot on the mountain. He whispered for them to gather around him, and as word spread, the group formed a tight huddle around him. Kneeling down, he drew a crude map on the dirt, marking the army, the line where the trees had been cleared, and their current position. 
 
    “Many of you saw the force we face through that clearing,” he said, loud enough for those close enough to hear. He paused and allowed the others to repeat what he had said to those in the rear. “Clearly, we can’t fight that many head on. 
 
    “We are here,” he continued, pointing to his mark in the dirt. “And here’s what we’re going to do.” 
 
    He explained that those with bows would divide into two groups and spread out to opposite ends of the tree line. Each group would have swordsmen with them who would stay hidden in the woods. On his signals, one group of archers would sprint out to firing range and unleash two to three volleys on the army. Then, as soldiers gave chase, they would retreat back to the woods. If many soldiers followed them, they and the swordsmen would keep retreating until the humans gave up. If only a few gave chase, the swordsmen would jump them as soon as they entered the woods. They would attack at random, sometimes multiple ambushes a day, and sometimes none, that way the army couldn’t predict when or from which side an attack might come. 
 
    “What about those who are too old to run?” the dwarf who first spoke at Horseshoe Bend asked. 
 
    “Those dwarves will stay here and hold the camp. It’s a solid mile to their lines and at least a half mile to the tree line. At any point, you can start up the mountain.” 
 
    The old dwarf nodded, satisfied with the answer. Bordorn told the dwarves to divide into their groups, and for several minutes, there was chaos as the dwarves moved about, searching for kin and friends to team up with. Finally, those with bows settled into two distinct units, and Bordorn told the remaining swordsmen to pick one to join. The dwarves who believed themselves too old to run, nineteen in total, formed a third unit. Bordorn counted each unit and asked Krondious to remember the numbers. The first group had thirty-four bows and ten swords. The second had twenty-nine bows and eleven swords. Only he, Krondious, Roskin, and Lorac weren’t in a group. 
 
    “We can only harass them,” he said. “But we can chip away at their numbers like a miner flecks off stone. The more we can distract them, the better chance the Kiredurks have to drive them off Mount Gagneesh.” 
 
    “What if they turn their bows against us?” a dwarf asked. 
 
    “I don’t know much,” Bordorn said. “But they’re planning to invade the Kiredurk kingdom. I doubt they have many longbows. I’m guessing they brought more crossbows than anything, and we can easily stay out of their range.” 
 
    A murmur of agreement ran through the crowd. 
 
    “We camp here tonight,” Bordorn continued. “Absolutely no fires. If it gets cold, huddle together for warmth. Tomorrow, we’ll move into position and launch our first attack.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Captain Polmere sat in his tent, talking to his scout, who described that the trackers had found no trace of a tunnel or ambush to their east. The scout pointed to a map on the table, showing the entirety of where they had searched. The captain stared at the map, weighing his own thoughts. In his gut, he was certain the dwarves were planning some sort of ambush, but so far, there was no evidence of any such attack. He wanted to trust his own instincts, but given that the general had dismissed his concerns and the trackers had found nothing, he questioned his own judgment. He excused the scout and sat alone, staring at the map and wondering what he should do. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As snow fell lightly on dead grass, Vishghu watched the ogre clans assemble outside her village. So far, nearly a thousand had come, and she and her mother agreed that would be enough to lure out the army from Rugraknere. She had already packed her buffalo, carrying extra furs for the impending cold and two clubs. The ogres would ride out soon and camp a few miles from their final destination. The winter solstice was still a few weeks away, but the clan leaders had decided to arrive early enough to build fortifications before marching out to face the army. 
 
    “Did you check on the food stores?” her mother asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Vishghu replied. “Ten wagons, fully loaded. Once we reach the first camp, they’ll unload and return for more.” 
 
    “Excellent. From all the signs, this winter will be heavy. We’ll need it. Do you have enough furs?” 
 
    Vishghu nodded. 
 
    “I want you to stay off the front.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “To remain safe.” 
 
    “This isn’t my first battle, Mother,” Vishghu said, thinking back to the plantation. 
 
    “It’s your first against the humans.” 
 
    “I’m not scared.” 
 
    “I know you’re not,” her mother said, reaching out and touching her arm. “But I am. When you have kids, you’ll understand.” 
 
    Vishghu looked at her, expecting to see the same look of criticism she had come to expect, but instead, her mother stared back with tenderness. Vishghu grasped her mother’s arm and smiled at her. 
 
    “I’m a good warrior,” she said. “I’ll stay safe.” 
 
    “You’re my only daughter and the future matriarch of this clan. I couldn’t bear losing you.” 
 
    An ogre arrived from the main group and said they were ready to ride. Her mother thanked the messenger and mounted her buffalo. Vishghu also mounted and followed her mother to the group. Before the battle began, she would stay near the rear, but once the fighting commenced, she would make her way to the front and prove her worth to her mother and her clan. If she were to be matriarch one day, they would need to know she was a capable warrior. Otherwise, none would respect her, at least not like they respected her mother. She understood the matriarch’s desire to protect her, but she had learned from Crushaw that people followed actions, not words. She leaned forward and brushed snow from her buffalo’s thick mane. These snows were light, hardly more than a dusting, but her mother was right about one thing. All the signs pointed to a harsh winter. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bordorn stood with the group of archers to the north, looking down at the humans in the Snivegohn Valley. The morning air was cold and sharp, and the dwarves rubbed their arms to warm themselves. The thirty-four bows spread out just inside the tree line, and the ten swordsmen each hid behind a tree. At Bordorn’s signal, the archers would sprint from the hiding place, run halfway to the army, fire two volleys, and then run back. Bordorn would watch for how many soldiers followed them, and if the number threatened to overrun their position, the swordsmen would retreat up the mountain. Bordorn would stay and signal for the archers to keep running. If few gave chase, they would hold this position. 
 
    The dwarves, who a week before had been farmers and craftsmen, wore no armor, so Bordorn wasn’t concerned about them being able to outrun the heavily armored troops up the slope. His biggest fear was that too many troops might chase them and overrun the camp where the elderly prepared meals and crafted arrows. If the humans reached that point, those dwarves would be helpless. In the back of his mind, he also feared that Lorac might do something to warn the humans, but when Bordorn had left camp that morning, the elf and Roskin were sitting away from the camp, seemingly indifferent to their plans. Still, Bordorn didn’t trust the elf. 
 
    Focusing on the task at hand, he scanned the army below. At this distance, he couldn’t make out much detail, but they seemed relaxed and nonchalant as they ate their breakfasts. In fact, as far as he could tell, no sentries even watched this direction. Since they had subdued the farms, they must not have feared any threat from the west. He looked down the line of archers, who all watched him for the signal. Their nerves were obvious as they fidgeted with their bows and breathed rapidly. Steadying himself, Bordorn raised his arm and motioned for them to charge. 
 
    The Ghaldeons broke from the tree line and ran as hard as they could down the slope. When they got into range, they stopped, notched arrows, and unleashed their first volley. Thirty-four arrows whistled into the massive force, and Bordorn watched the shocked soldiers scramble for cover. He couldn’t tell how many arrows actually struck someone, but the camp had become a torrent of motion. The Ghaldeons launched their second volley and didn’t watch their arrows. Instead, they turned and sprinted up the hill. This time, Bordorn did see a couple of soldiers fall from being struck, but to his surprise no one gave chase. When the archers reached the tree line, he motioned for them to stop. 
 
    “Excellent,” he called out, slapping several of them on the backs as they caught their wind. “Stay and watch for them to send a search party. Use your discretion whether or not you want to engage them. Thin their numbers with your bows if you can. I’m going to the other group to prepare for another attack.” 
 
    As he jogged away, he heard the dwarves congratulating each other on their success. He couldn’t believe the soldiers hadn’t come after them, and he hoped the second ambush, which would come from nearly a mile further south, would catch them just as unaware. It took him several minutes of running to reach the second group, and when he did, Krondious asked him how it went. He smiled at the Kiredurk, breathing deeply in the cold air. Krondious grinned back, and the other Ghaldeons silently cheered the small victory. 
 
    “We’ll wait until closer to lunchtime to attack again,” he said, once he’d caught his breath. “You archers keep an eye out for any soldiers heading this way.” 
 
    The dwarves crouched in the trees and waited quietly. As his adrenaline faded, Bordorn’s arms and legs became weak, so he sat on the ground and rested. Krondious pressed him for details, and he described what had happened. The Kiredurk listened intently, stroking the twin braids of his white beard. He whispered that Roskin would be proud of him, once he regained his wits. Bordorn nodded and glanced up the slope in the direction of their camp. He wanted to tell his friend the news. Maybe hearing about it would clear whatever fog blocked his mind, but he decided to stay with this group until after the attack. He raised himself from the ground and peered down the mountain at the army below. At this end, the soldiers appeared more alert than the others had been, so Bordorn figured news had reached them of the ambush. He walked down the line and whispered to each archer that when they attacked, they would need to stay alert for any counter. The archers nodded one by one as he told them, and when he reached the end of the line, he crouched beside a pine tree and waited. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As lunchtime approached, the humans lost interest in scanning the trees for the dwarves, instead focusing on their meals. As soon as Bordorn saw them turn away, he signaled the archers to get ready. Krondious positioned the swordsmen behind trees and his behind one himself, and as soon as they were ready, Bordorn motioned for the archers to charge. The same as before, the anxious dwarves broke from the trees and rushed down the slope. Twenty-nine arrows filled the sky, and again, the soldiers were caught off guard. This time, however, as the second volley flew, two dozen men charged from the camp after the archers. The Ghaldeons raced up the mountain, and Bordorn signaled the swordsmen to ready themselves. Krondious gripped his axe and leaned against the tree, bracing himself for his first swing. Bordorn drew his sword and waited. He had left his shield at the camp, fearing its weight might slow him if he had to run. The archers burst through the tree line and kept running a few yards into the woods. 
 
    As they ran up the hill in their armor, the human soldiers yelled insults and curses at the archers. Bordorn set his feet and readied his sword in low guard. When the soldiers entered the forest, the hidden swordsmen waited for them to pass before attacking. A soldier ran by Bordorn, noticing him just as the Ghaldeon slashed at his legs. A shocked expression came over the man as the blade sliced through flesh and bone, followed by a scream of agony as he collapsed. Blood poured from his severed left leg and sliced right. He clawed at the ground with his hands, but Bordorn pounced him, driving his blade through the man’s back. 
 
    The forest filled with screams as the Ghaldeon swordsmen and Krondious slaughtered them, and Bordorn gathered himself and peered down the mountain at the army. In the camp, the soldiers moved back and forth in confusion, tending to their wounded there and looking up the mountain. Even from that distance, he could see the shock on their faces as the screams carried down to them, but no more gave chase. He turned to the group, who had finished off the last of the soldiers, and ordered them back to the camp. Both ambushes had been more successful than he could’ve hoped, and as the second group retreated up the mountain, he ran back to the first group. When he reached them, he motioned for them to retreat, as well. He waited until the last one had started up before following them to the camp. As he climbed, his legs burned with the climb, and keeping his balance up the slope with one arm was harder than he had thought. However, when he finally reached the camp, he was greeted by loud cheers. 
 
    “You’ve got a keen mind,” the old dwarf told him, embracing him in a tight hug. “We bloodied their nose.” 
 
    “We need to set up sentries,” Bordorn said, gasping for breath. 
 
    “I’ll take care of that,” the dwarf responded. “You rest.” 
 
    As Bordorn settled on the ground, Krondious came to him, a terrified expression on his face. Before he spoke, Bordorn already knew what he was going to say. 
 
    “Roskin’s gone,” the white beard said. “So’s the elf.” 
 
    Bordorn hung his head and stared at the earth. He should’ve expected this, but with all of his focus on the ambushes, he hadn’t thought about it. 
 
    “I swore an oath,” Krondious said. “What do I do?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Bordorn responded. “Can you track?” 
 
    Krondious shook his head. 
 
    “I know you don’t want to hear this,” Bordorn said, grabbing a handful of dirt. “But I guess he’s on his own.” 
 
    Krondious turned and scanned the forest, but Bordorn tugged at his pants and asked him to sit. The Kiredurk looked at him, his face a mix of disparate emotions. Bordorn asked again, and finally, Krondious relented and slumped to the ground beside him. 
 
    “We can’t leave these dwarves, now,” Bordorn said. “He’s like a brother to me, but whatever is happening to him, it’s his and his alone.” 
 
    “I should’ve killed that elf on Delkuhn.” 
 
    Bordorn nodded and glanced around the forest, hoping to catch a glimpse of the heir, but in his heart, he knew they were long gone, heading for the Koorleine Forest. As the Ghaldeons continued to celebrate their victories of that day, he closed his eyes and hoped that Roskin would be okay. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    As Tides Turn 
 
      
 
    Leinjar halted his force just before the crest of the road over Mount Khendar. As the Tredjards prepared their campsites, he dispatched two scouts to discern the status of the valley. Before they crossed over, he wanted to know how many troops guarded the rear, whether or not the army had begun their siege up Mount Gagneesh, and whether or not Roskin had begun an assault from the west. All of these factors would influence his strategy, and the more information he could gather, the better he could proceed. As the scouts disappeared over the ridge, he sat beside his sons and began sharpening his halberd. 
 
    “Have either of you seen combat?” he asked. 
 
    “No, sir,” the oldest, whose name was Zhanjar, responded. 
 
    “Both of you listen,” he said, his tone serious. “It’s nothing like training. Not knocking your training, but once the fighting starts, you’ll hear and see things that’ll sicken you.” 
 
    “I’m not scared,” his youngest, Tehnjar, replied brazenly. 
 
    “You should be,” Leinjar said, arching an eyebrow at him. “A little fear will heighten your senses.” 
 
    “Are you scared?” Zhanjar asked, his voice uncertain. 
 
    Leinjar gazed at the edge of his blade, noticing the fine scratches where his whetstone had filed the metal. How could he explain to his sons all he had seen and experienced? He didn’t want them carrying his pain, but fear had fled him in that cage. He had lost nearly two decades with his family, would never see his wife again, and had been forced to kill kin with his bare hands. He had slept on hard ground that stank of blood and feces and had eaten rotten scraps for food. More nights than he could count, he had hoped for death to take him in his sleep just so he wouldn’t have to face one more day of hopelessness. In a heart void of hope, fear has no room. He looked up at his sons and said: 
 
    “Yes. I’m scared of failing at my duty, scared of bad decisions that’ll cost good dwarves their lives.” 
 
    “Are you scared of dying?” Tehnjar asked. 
 
    “Death’ll claim us all,” he said, moving his eyes back and forth between theirs. “No need wasting energy fearing it.” 
 
    His sons stared at him, their faces revealing they were deep in thought. Leinjar reached into his pack and pulled out a wedge of cheese he had been saving. With his dagger, he sliced it into three equal pieces and handed one to each. Then, he found his three best slices of dried meat and shared them, too. His sons started gobbling down the meal, but he stopped them and told them to savor each bite. He bit into the yellow wedge, allowing the cheese to melt on his tongue. The sharpness filled his mouth, and he closed his eyes. When he opened them, his sons were chewing slowly. 
 
    “When the fighting starts,” he said. “Stay near me.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” they responded. 
 
    He smiled at them, pride filling him. For the first time, he was grateful for the cage. Those years had led him to this moment. All the pain, humiliation, and disgrace of being a leisure slave faded from him, for no moment in his life compared with this one, sharing this meal with his sons before leading them into their first battle. He would gladly relive every moment of slavery if it brought him back to this place. He took another bite of cheese and savored it, enjoying the fleeting moment of splendor. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Eleven attacks this week alone,” Captain Polmere said to the general. “Each time, they emerge from a different part of the woods and disappear before we can catch them.” 
 
    “How many casualties?” the general asked, sipping his flask. 
 
    “Ninety-eight dead, over two hundred wounded.” 
 
    “Send two hundred troops to scour those woods. Slaughter every dwarf they find.” 
 
    “Sir, may I suggest sending five hundred? The area is quite large.” 
 
    “Five hundred? To catch a handful of dwarves nipping at us like fleas? Captain Polmere, I gravely misjudged you.” 
 
    “Five hundred could encircle them and prohibit their retreat.” 
 
    “Once again, you overestimate our foe. This has become a trend with you. Two hundred will be more than enough. Send them this evening. Report to me in the morning.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the captain said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “One more thing,” the general said. “The officers are gathering in the grand tent tonight for a banquet, if you care to join us.” 
 
    “No thank you, sir,” Captain Polmere said, readying himself to leave. 
 
    “Very well. Dismissed.” 
 
    The captain left the tent and strode to his post, fuming at the general’s stupidity. The idiot had just sentenced two hundred good men to their deaths, for with longbows and the cover of woods, the dwarves could thin their ranks before they reached the tree line. Too few would make it far enough to outflank them. For a moment, he considered disobeying the order and sending five hundred anyway, but his sense of duty and ambition stopped him. The general already doubted his judgment; disobedience could lead to outright dismissal or execution. When he reached his post, he called to his sergeant and relayed the orders verbatim. The sergeant saluted and left to gather the force. Captain Polmere watched him leave, knowing in his gut the attack would never succeed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    From his hiding spot in the center of the forest, Bordorn saw the troops start up the mountain, half a mile away. He turned to a swordsman and told the dwarf to rush to the other group and have them move to this spot. The dwarves weren’t more than a couple hundred yards away, so they should be able to make it before the soldiers. The dwarf dashed along the edge of the forest, and Bordorn turned to the archers, telling them to ready their bows and fire as soon as the soldiers were in range. Then, he told Krondious and the remaining soldiers to prepare themselves. 
 
    “Finally, a decent fight,” Krondious said, gripping his axe. 
 
    “If we don’t thin their ranks,” Bordorn said. “We’re falling back deeper.” 
 
    Krondious huffed and faced the approaching troops. The archers let loose their first volley, and eleven arrows found their mark. The line advanced forward, so the archers let fly a second round. This time, fifteen more soldiers fell. To his right, Bordorn heard the second group approach. He turned and called for the archers to fire, and the dwarves moved to the tree line and took aim. The soldiers were within a hundred yards, and with both groups firing together, the third volley brought down forty-three more. The soldiers continued to climb the rise and were within fifty yards. There were still too many of them for the swordsmen to match, so Bordorn called for all of them to fall back fifty paces. 
 
    The dwarves turned and ran into the woods. When he reached fifty steps, Bordorn turned and yelled for the swordsmen to form a line. The dwarves grouped together and readied themselves. Then, Bordorn told the archers to fire at will as the humans entered the woods. The bows assembled behind the swordsmen a few feet above them on the slope. When the soldiers reached the tree line, a fourth volley whistled through the pines, striking down thirty more. Their ranks now cut nearly in half, the soldiers hesitated for the first time. As they paused, the archers fired again, dropping forty-eight where they stood. Their sergeant yelled for them to retreat. 
 
    Bordorn screamed for one more volley, and as the soldiers turned to flee, twenty-eight more arrows found their marks. Krondious broke from his position, chasing the panicked soldiers and calling for the swordsmen to charge. The dwarves raced down after him, gaining on the armor-laden troops. Halfway down the clearing, the Ghaldeons caught them and finished them off. Before more soldiers from the camp could react, Krondious called for retreat, and the dwarves raced back to the forest. All along the slope, men lay strewn on the ground, most dead and some calling out in pain from the arrows in their stomachs and chests. As the swordsmen reached the forest, Bordorn yelled for everyone to fall back to the camp, in case more soldiers gave chase. The dwarves marched steadily up the mountain, congratulating each other and shouting aspersions at the fallen men. Bordorn waited for Krondious to join him before heading up himself, and as the white beard reached him, they smiled at each other and patted each other’s backs. While successful ambushes had been good, this was the first pitched battle the Ghaldeons had won against the Great Empire in nearly fifteen years. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As the sun set and the air cooled, Leinjar listened to his scouts describe the Great Empire’s camp at the base of Mount Khendar. Only a handful of sentries patrolled the road and less than a hundred soldiers guarded the rear. Then, the scouts described a large tent where it appeared they were setting up a party. Leinjar asked them if they were certain, and both scouts nodded. He looked at his sons and then the other two leisure slaves, who all sat around a small fire. 
 
    “You dwarves up for a battle tonight?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Zhanjar called out, jumping to his feet. 
 
    Tehnjar and the other two smiled and nodded. Leinjar turned to his captain, a stocky Tredjard roughly his own age, and told the dwarf to send the other officers forward and ready the troops to attack. Smiling, the dwarf saluted him and moved towards the army, which snaked down the road as far as the eye could see. Leinjar walked over to the fire and gathered his armor. Zhanjar helped him strap on his chest plate and vambrace, and once his helmet was on, Leinjar walked down the path to where the officers were beginning to gather. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As the shadows grew long on Mount Lokholme, the energy in the Ghaldeon campsite crackled with joy. The oldest ones, most of whom had been driven from their homes to the east, danced jigs from their youth, and the others, farmers and carpenters and blacksmiths, told and retold stories to each other about the battle. Bordorn smiled as he watched them. Occasionally, groups of two or three would come to him and slap him on the back. He thanked each graciously but, despite the festive mood, couldn’t stop worrying about Roskin, who had been gone for a week. 
 
    Krondious also seemed distracted by thoughts of the heir, for he sat alone, staring to the east in silence. Bordorn decided to give the Kiredurk his space because it had been his decision not to go after their troubled friend. While the victory this evening had confirmed the decision had been correct, he still felt guilt for not doing more to help Roskin. Perhaps if he had told Krondious about what had happened in Horseshoe Bend, they could’ve stopped Lorac from leading him away. This was, after all, Roskin’s idea, and he should be the one leading these dwarves against the Great Empire. At some point, Bordorn would need his knowledge and experience, for up to this point, he merely had been making up strategies as he went. That could only last so long. 
 
    Behind him up the mountain, he heard a noise and jumped to his feet, looking for his sword and shield. Krondious must have heard it, too, because the Kiredurk had also risen and hoisted his axe. Bordorn strapped on his shield and slid his sword from its sheath, which he left on the ground. The noise grew louder and more distinct, and Krondious hissed for the Ghaldeons to look alive. 
 
    “People are approaching,” Bordorn whispered to the dwarves behind him. 
 
    The volunteers gathered their weapons and formed up around Bordorn and Krondious. As the footsteps came closer, Bordorn distinctly heard the sound of clinking metal. He gripped his sword and glanced at Krondious, who peered intently at the approaching foe. The twin braids of his beard fluttered in the breeze, but otherwise, the Kiredurk stood frozen, his feet shoulder width apart, knees slightly bent, and axe drawn back to strike. Bordorn refocused on the sound, staring up the slope for the first glimpse of whomever drew closer. 
 
    At the clearing he had crossed a week earlier, Ghaldeon soldiers appeared, heavily armored and marching double-file. Bordorn couldn’t believe they had found him so quickly, and for a moment, he feared for Krestreon’s safety. The soldiers must have passed through Horseshoe Bend and gotten the information from him, and Bordorn was certain the former slave wouldn’t have betrayed them easily. Gritting his teeth, he raised his sword to high guard and prepared to call for a volley from the archers. 
 
    “Who’s your leader?” a Ghaldeon soldier asked, stepping ahead of his troops with no weapon drawn. 
 
    “I am,” Bordorn replied, not lowering his sword. 
 
    “We are soldiers from Kehldeon,” the dwarf continued. “And we’re here to serve you, if you’ll have us.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Bordorn said. “The king is no friend of mine.” 
 
    “We no longer submit to him,” the dwarf said, looking back at his troops. “If you are brave enough to fight what’s down there, we’d rather die with you than collect taxes for the likes of him.” 
 
    Bordorn lowered his sword and called out for the others to do the same. He told Krondious to wait there but remain alert and then strode forward to meet the dwarf face to face. 
 
    “You must be Bordorn,” the soldier said, extending his hand. “I’m Prolgheon, General of Kehldeon.” 
 
    “Pardon my suspicion,” Bordorn returned, shaking the dwarf’s hand. “But what led you to this choice?” 
 
    “We’re Ghaldeons,” Prolgheon said, sticking out his chest. Behind him a cheer rippled through his troops. “Our dads and papaws gave their lives fighting the Great Empire. We can’t shame their memory anymore.” 
 
    “How many are you?” Krondious asked, walking forward and lowering his axe. 
 
    “Five hundred,” Prolgheon said. “You must be the Kiredurk I’ve heard so much about.” 
 
    Krondious stood beside Bordorn and shook the general’s hand. 
 
    “They say you fight like the warriors of old,” Prolgheon continued. “Where’s the son of Kraganere?” 
 
    “Fighting his own battle,” Bordorn said, his tone sharper than he intended. Then, softening, “Come, join us. We don’t have much but are happy to share.” 
 
    “We have supplies,” the general said, turning and calling to his aide. “Krestreon sends his regards.” 
 
    The aide approached with several other dwarves, carrying racks of freshly cooked meats. The volunteers moved forward as the meat was carved from the bone and handed to them. The general asked Bordorn to brief him on what had been happening, and he, Bordorn, and Krondious moved away from the feast and found good rocks for seats. Bordorn removed his shield before sitting. As he relayed the successes of the ambushes and also the battle that evening, the general smiled and nodded at him. When Bordorn finished, the general stroked his beard and glanced over at the volunteers. 
 
    “When I was a boy,” he said. “My papaw told me the greatest soldiers are citizens fighting for their homes. He would be proud of you dwarves.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Bordorn said. 
 
    “He also said our spirit was still alive, just wounded. On his deathbed, he promised me it would rise again.” 
 
    “My dad said the same,” Bordorn whispered. 
 
    “More will join us,” the general said, looking him in the eyes. “You’ve awakened that spirit.” 
 
    “I’m no warrior,” Bordorn muttered. “These dwarves are the fighters.” 
 
    “I disagree,” Krondious said, putting his hand on Bordorn’s shoulder and squeezing. 
 
    Bordorn blushed and looked down. 
 
    “Let’s get some rest,” the general said, rising from his seat. “There’s still much to do.” 
 
    Bordorn watched the general walk away and then turned to Krondious, who eyed the last of the meat still on bone. Bordorn nudged him with his left arm and told him to go eat. Without hesitation, Krondious jumped up and promised to bring some back. Bordorn turned and gazed east, thinking again of Roskin. Whatever glory anyone received from this campaign belonged to the heir, for all of this had been his plan. One day, he would make sure everyone knew the truth, that Roskin had set this in motion. As darkness descended on the slope, the wind shifted and low, gray clouds formed along the horizon. Bordorn gathered his cloak around him and pulled up his hood. Winter approached quickly, and by the looks of it, they might be in for snow that night. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the twilight, Leinjar stood in front of his officers and explained what his scouts had told them. He told them of his idea to attack that night, catching the humans off guard. Most of them cheered at the plan, but a couple raised questions about fighting after a full day’s march. Leinjar hushed the ones who jeered and told them the concerns were valid.  
 
    “We may never again have this moment,” he added. “Right now, they don’t expect us. Tomorrow, a scout could spot us, and their lines might shift. They’re also planning some kind of party tonight, so they’ll be even less prepared.” 
 
    “You’re right,” one of the dissenters said. “We can see better at night than they can, too. My soldiers will be ready as soon as you give the word.” 
 
    The other dissenter nodded his agreement, and the officers broke into a loud cheer. Leinjar raised his arms to silence them. 
 
    “I’m not much on speeches,” he said. “You’re the finest warriors in these lands and know what to do. We’ll drive straight into their camp and fan out as the road allows. Let’s push them from this valley.” 
 
    Again the officers cheered wildly, and Leinjar dismissed the crowd, calling for them to be ready to march in two hours. Then, he turned and strode to the top of the rise. His sons and the two former slaves followed closely. Below him, a couple of miles away, hundreds of campfires flickered around the valley. He stood silently, imagining the charge into the camp. The humans were arrogant for believing they controlled this road and didn’t need a rear guard. As a young soldier, his instructors had instilled in him a deep understanding that a position is only as secure as its weakest point. To his west, low clouds drifted down from the mountains, and a cold breeze pushed against him. From all the years on the plantation, he had nearly forgotten real cold, mountain cold. He inhaled deeply, feeling the sharpness of the air in his lungs. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Captain Polmere sat in his tent with his scout, an aide, and two sergeants. He described to them what he had learned of the debacle earlier that evening, and the men listened without interrupting. He then explained that he had requested more troops to negate the longbows and encircle the dwarves before they could disappear up the mountain. His companions shook their heads and muttered about the general’s incompetence. The captain leaned forward and put his head in his hands. Nearly two hundred good soldiers were dead, the rest wounded badly, and even though he had argued against the plan, he still felt guilty for following the order. 
 
    “You sensed an ambush,” his scout offered. “We just searched the wrong location.” 
 
    “Those dwarves will pay,” one of the sergeants added. 
 
    “And do you want to know what the general is doing right now?” Captain Polmere asked, looking up. 
 
    “Don’t tell me they’re still having that party,” the other sergeant muttered. 
 
    “I know this is insubordinate, but I no longer trust his judgment as a leader,” the captain said gravely. 
 
    The three men agreed with him, and he started to admonish them that this conversation didn’t leave his tent, but a noise caught his attention. Grabbing his sword, he rushed from his tent, followed by the others. From the camp’s rear, in the vicinity of the grand tent, clangs of metal and screams filled the air. He told the sergeants to gather troops and ordered his scout to follow him. Throughout the camp, soldiers rose from their card games and beds, scrambling to grab weapons. As he ran towards the noise, Captain Polmere screamed for them to move faster. 
 
    Nearing the grand tent, he froze. Pouring down Mount Khendar, hundreds of dwarves charged them. The rear guard and the grand tent had already been overrun, and the soldiers closest to the rear, who hadn’t even strapped on armor, were being pushed back. Running back towards his post in the center of camp, he called to the troops nearest him to retreat and form up. In the chaos of darkness, some listened to him, but others charged into the battle. As he ran, he continued barking orders at the confused soldiers, trying to assemble a regiment. Behind him, the screams of agony and terror rose as the dwarves drove through the panicked soldiers. Finally, he reached the center of camp and began to establish order. Platoons gathered around him, and he created a defensive line facing the rear. Through the ranks, sergeants screamed at troops to rally around the captain, and soon, the formation took shape, resembling a military grouping more than a crazed mob. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Captain Roighwheil rushed to the gate and peered through the iron bars. He couldn’t see anything except the flickering campfires, but he could hear the sounds of battle from deep in the valley. He called for troops to open the gate and ran to the general’s quarters, which were little more than an orderly pile of rubble with a curtain for a door. The captain burst through the fabric and yelled for the general to come to the gate. Grabbing his axe, the dwarf climbed from bed and followed him back. Captain Roighwheil ran through the open gate to the road’s edge. Outside, the sounds of battle were even louder, and he turned to the general and exclaimed: 
 
    “It’s Roskin!” 
 
    “It sure sounds like it. Rouse the troops. We’ll not wait for light.” 
 
    The captain ran through the damaged tunnels, calling for the Kiredurks to grab their armor and weapons. Within minutes, they had assembled near the gate, some wiping sleep from their eyes and others grumbling about the hour, but the General of Dorkhun silenced them. He told them to listen to the sounds below, and as the clangs of metal drifted up to them, the Kiredurks came to attention. The general told them that Roskin had gathered an army to fight the humans. Several conversations broke out among the troops, but again, the general silenced them. 
 
    “Are we gonna leave him down there alone? Or are we gonna fight?” the general asked. 
 
    “Fight!” the soldiers screamed. 
 
    “For Roskin!” the general cried, starting down the road at a trot. 
 
    The Kiredurks cheered and followed him. Captain Roighwheil fell in line and found his pace. He had fought in many battles against the ogres, but each of those had felt more like a perfunctory chore than a real defense of the kingdom. Now, for the first time in more than thirty-five years of his military career, he was excited to charge into battle. As they jogged down the hill, the dwarves began chanting, “For the heir, for the king, we fight. We fight. We fight.” Tears filled the captain’s eyes as he chanted with them, for ever since the earthquake, he had felt as if the kingdom were lost. Now, for the first time in many weeks, he was pleased once again to call himself a Kiredurk, and he was proud of Roskin for coming through. Having his faith in the young dwarf rewarded was the greatest feeling he had known since the birth of his son. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Bordorn woke with a start and reached for his sword. Beside him, Krondious leapt to his feet and ran to the clearing that overlooked the valley. The other dwarves had awakened, too, and Bordorn called for them to steady themselves and find their weapons. The newly arrived soldiers began strapping on their armor, and the general strode to where Krondious peered down the slope. 
 
    “It’s Leinjar!” Krondious yelled at Bordorn. “The Tredjards are attacking!” 
 
    “What?” the general asked. 
 
    “A friend of Roskin’s,” Bordorn said, running to the clearing. 
 
    “Well, boys, so much for sleep,” the general said to Bordorn and Krondious. Then, he turned to his soldiers, who had assembled behind him. “I know your legs are tired, but we have waited too many years for this chance. Tonight, we honor our ancestors. Tonight, we reclaim our lands!” 
 
    The roar that erupted from the Ghaldeons, soldier and volunteer alike, hurt Bordorn’s ears, and he winced from the sound. The general didn’t wait for them to fall quiet. Instead, he drew his sword and started down the slope, and Krondious marched beside him. The Ghaldeons followed them, the soldiers and volunteers blending together into one column, including the nineteen elderly who so far hadn’t fought. Bordorn ran back to his campsite and strapped on his shield. Then, he hurried back and caught up with the tail of the line. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Tredjards swept through the southern half of the valley with little resistance, but Captain Polmere’s line halted their advance. Now, the dwarves and humans fought fiercely. Because of the ambush, the Tredjards had gained the advantage in numbers, but the humans who had rallied around Polmere had regained their wits and struggled against the onslaught. He moved along the line, shouting instructions at the frantic soldiers, and the Tredjards’ momentum stalled. For nearly an hour, dwarves and men fought in the middle of the valley, the clangs of metal echoing off buildings and distant slopes. Then, the dwarves fell back and formed a stationary line across from the captain’s front. As the dwarves formed their line, Polmere rushed from platoon to platoon, screaming orders and sending runners to call for more troops from the base of Mount Gagneesh. For the rest of that night, however, the Tredjards didn’t attack again. 
 
    At first light, the fighting resumed, and this time, the Tredjards were joined by a small force of Ghaldeons from the west. In daylight, Captain Polmere was stunned by the sheer number of dwarves. His force, which the day before had seemed impenetrable, had been thinned by at least two thousand troops during the ambush, and now, the dwarven line wrapped around each flank, even as most of the troops from the north had joined this force. However, the soldiers had regained their organization, and their years of training and drills carried the day as they repelled every attack the dwarves mounted. By nightfall, the dwarves retreated again, and Captain Polmere believed that by the end of the next day, his men would drive the dwarves out of the valley. 
 
    On the third day of fighting, Captain Polmere still deemed his troops could win the battle, and as the lines pushed against each other throughout the afternoon, his men did thrust the Tredjards back on the eastern flank. But these dwarves were not the lazy, heartless rock-brains he’d been taught about all his life. From his command position watching the battle unfold, he saw how they rallied each time his men gained an advantage. These dwarves fought with tenacity and honor, and even the Ghaldeons on the western flank were unlike any he had known in Murkdolm. Those downtrodden peasants shuffled through their days with eyes cast downwards. These warriors displayed discipline and resolve, holding the flank and even driving his men closer to the valley’s center. As afternoon faded to evening, his last glimmer of hope for salvaging the battle faded away. 
 
    With darkness overtaking the valley floor, his scout grabbed his arm and pointed north. Approaching at a steady trot, a column of Kiredurks charged what was now his rear guard, and he shouted at the closest platoons to face them. The men scrambled into position, forming a thin line, but before the Kiredurks even reached them, the captain knew his men couldn’t hold the ground. The Kiredurks were too many, and moving those platoons had weakened his main line. His heart sank, for he knew the battle was now lost. They were outnumbered and surrounded with only one direction to retreat. He grabbed his scout’s arm and yelled into the man’s ear: 
 
    “Do you remember any paths to the east?” 
 
    “I can find my way,” the scout replied, his eyes wide with terror. 
 
    “Get us out of here!” 
 
    The scout didn’t hesitate, bolting between the front and rear lines, and Captain Polmere stayed on his heels, calling to the soldiers to retreat. Dozens of platoons broke off from the fighting and followed them. Using houses and barns for cover, the scout drove them east, and the platoons that had been lucky enough to hear the retreat order reached the woods before the dwarves could cut them off. The ones that didn’t continued to fight, and as he darted into the trees and started up the first hill, Captain Polmere listened to their screams as the dwarves overran their lines. Gritting his teeth, he stayed close to his scout, who marched swiftly up the rise. Of the ten thousand soldiers who had held the valley just three days earlier, less than a thousand followed the captain and his scout out of Snivegohn Valley. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the middle of the valley, Leinjar stood, soaked in blood and sweat, his breathing ragged. As his adrenaline faded, his arms and legs grew rubbery. Beside him, his sons, too, were soaked in blood, but neither had been injured in the battle. The two leisure slaves had cuts and scrapes but weren’t seriously wounded. Leinjar asked his oldest son to gather reports from the officers. He wanted to know how many Tredjards were dead and wounded and how many prisoners they had captured. Zhanjar saluted and rushed off to find the officers. Then, Leinjar asked his youngest to find them water. 
 
    Dwarves had emerged from their homes, terrified from the three days of fighting but joyous at the liberation, and all around the valley, cheers and songs replaced the clash of metal and screams of battle. Tehnjar hurried to the closest farmhouse and returned with a bucket of water. Leinjar thanked his son and took a long drink. Light snow fell, and as he took a second drink, Captain Roighwheil approached him, followed by another Kiredurk. 
 
    “Leinjar,” the captain said. “This is the General of Dorkhun.” 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Captain,” Leinjar said, setting down the bucket and shaking his hand. Then, he greeted the general, bowing his head in courtesy. 
 
    “The Kiredurks are grateful,” the general said. “We didn’t expect this.” 
 
    “Neither did they,” Leinjar chuckled, waving his hand at the fallen humans. 
 
    The dwarves all laughed at the joke. 
 
    “Some of them got away,” the general said, turning serious. “Do you think they’ll head for Sturdeon?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Leinjar said. “We’ll follow their trail after we’ve rested.” 
 
    “They could’ve fled to Rugraknere,” Bordorn said, walking up to the group with Krondious beside him. “When we left, the Great Empire controlled much of those lands.” 
 
    Since both of them were soaked in blood, too, Leinjar hugged them. Though he had spent little time around either, because of Roskin, they felt like close friends. Captain Roighwheil hugged them as well, saying he was proud of what they had done. The group exchanged stories, explaining what each had done up to that point, and when everyone finished, Leinjar looked around and asked where Roskin was. 
 
    “That’s a long story,” Bordorn said. “But he deserves credit for this.” 
 
    “Yes, he does,” Leinjar said. “I would’ve never returned home if not for him. Is he okay?” 
 
    “We don’t know,” Krondious responded. “He’s got some kind of strange fever.” 
 
    “Where is he?” Captain Roighwheil asked. “We can get him to healers.” 
 
    “We don’t know that, either,” Bordorn said. “He wandered off with an elf.” 
 
    “An elf!” the general exclaimed. 
 
    “I know Roskin,” Leinjar returned. “He has his reasons.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Krondious said. 
 
    “We’re all exhausted,” Leinjar said. “Let’s get some rest and discuss this in the morning.” 
 
    The dwarves all agreed and shook hands before splitting up and heading back to their troops. Leinjar watched the small flakes of snow drift to the ground and asked Tehnjar to see if the farmers who had given him the water would let them sleep in their barn. His son jogged back to the house, and Leinjar sat down. His muscles had tightened up in the cold air, and he groaned as he sat. The reality of defeating the Great Empire had not fully sank in, but he had come through for Roskin. That thought gave him peace. The Snivegohn Valley was free and the Kiredurk gate no longer threatened. He would sleep well that night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    In the Darkest Hour 
 
      
 
    A fine powder of snow covered the southern slopes of Mount Khendar. Sprigs of dried, yellow grasses poked through the wisps of white, and the wind blew light flurries in erratic swirls through the air. Kwarck stood atop a small rise, watching Roskin and Lorac approach. The hermit had felt the heir for two days, a foggy, confused noise of anger and hate. Roskin’s mind lingered on the edge of cracking permanently, and this would be the hermit’s only chance to save him and prevent the Dark One from reaching the forest. As the two neared him, the cold, poisoned sensation filled him, and he was powerless to push it out. 
 
    Move away, feeble one, and I’ll make your suffering short. 
 
    “Roskin,” Kwarck called. “Don’t give in to him.” 
 
    Roskin looked at Kwarck, no flicker of recognition in his eyes, and the hermit pushed with all his might to enter the Kiredurk’s mind. A sharp pain shot down his spine, and he crumpled to his knees. In his mind, Lorac laughed. 
 
    Your skills are no match for mine. 
 
    “What happened to you, Lorac?” Kwarck asked, raising to his hands and knees. 
 
    “You really want to know?” Lorac returned, his voice almost humble. “I saw the future. This future. Our people slaves and refugees. I learned this world is a dark, evil place.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Kwarck returned, struggling to his feet. “There’s good in this world.” 
 
    “There is?” Roskin asked, looking at Lorac. 
 
    “Like you, healer? Are you good?” Lorac mocked. “Every living being on this planet only cares for itself.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to him, Roskin.” 
 
    “Let me prove it, son of Sylva,” Lorac said. “Do you think it was your idea to go after that statue?” 
 
    Roskin stared in the distance, as if scanning his memory for an answer. 
 
    “Kwarck planted that seed in your mind. He guided you to Murkdolm.” 
 
    “Is that true?” Roskin asked, his voice distant. 
 
    “Yes,” Kwarck said, stepping forward. “But it’s not what he says.” 
 
    “You see!” Lorac exclaimed. “You’re a murderer, and he’s power hungry. You’re both just like me.” 
 
    “No,” Kwarck said calmly. “Listen to me, Roskin. Please.” 
 
    “Enough of this,” Lorac said. “Kill him.” 
 
    Roskin drew Grussard’s blade and started for Kwarck. The hermit backpedaled and pushed into Roskin’s mind, begging the heir to stop. Suddenly, Roskin doubled over in pain and slumped to his knees, crying out. Another sharp jolt ran down Kwarck’s spine, and Lorac shoved him from Roskin’s mind. Kwarck collapsed to his knees, the cold racing through him. Roskin remained where he was, moaning. 
 
    Very well, healer. I’ll kill you myself. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As Roskin approached Kwarck to kill him, he felt the two elves tugging at his mind. The sensation overwhelmed him, knocking him down. A flood of memories came to him, distant and foreign as if from a different life. Until that moment, all he could remember was seeing Lorac’s beautiful face for the first time. Afterwards, all seemed a foggy dream of walking through forests and across mountains, unsure of where he was going or who he was. Now, however, the memories rushed to him all at once. 
 
    He was on the plantation, tied to the post, being beaten for escaping. He was in a cave, fighting the dog beast to protect his friends. He was in his kingdom, drawing maps. Faces of friends, bits of conversation, and moments of battle fluttered through his mind. He saw his mother in the Koorleine Forest, soothing him during the beating. He saw Crushaw admonishing him after the bar fight. And he saw his father, wounded and vulnerable after the earthquake, his blood covering Roskin’s hands. 
 
    In that moment, Roskin saw himself, naked and void of all pretense. He was selfish and vain, spoiled and pampered. He was weak and vulnerable, uncertain and unfocused. Those weaknesses belonged to him as surely as his bones. But he was also kind and just, loyal and faithful. He loved his family, friends, and subjects. He loved his kingdom, from the Kireghegon Halls to the River of Fire, and would forfeit his life to defend it. Despite his weaknesses, he was also strong and trustworthy, humble and generous. Stripped bare he saw himself, the true self of his core, and from that core, a light shone, filling him with hope. All fear slipped away. At his core, he was brave. 
 
    He looked at Kwarck, kneeling on the ground, his face contorted in pain, and for a moment, anger filled him again as he thought of the hermit sending him after Crushaw, but he fought against the emotion and peered more closely at the healer. Warmness filled him, a gentle soothing kindness, edging out the cold that had ravaged him for so long. Then, he looked at Lorac, who had drawn his swords and approached Kwarck. The elf looked nothing like Roskin remembered. His face sagged with deep wrinkles, and his eyes flashed with hatred. Suddenly, as if waking from a nightmare, Roskin scrambled to his feet and jumped between Lorac and Kwarck. 
 
    “You’ll not touch him,” Roskin said, setting his feet and holding his sword as Crushaw had taught him. 
 
    Don’t be foolish, boy. You serve me, now. 
 
    “No,” Roskin snarled. 
 
    Murderer, you’re no better than I. Step aside or I’ll cut out your heart. 
 
    An image of the night of darkness came to Roskin, and he saw Lorac’s children murdered in their beds. For an instant, the coldness filled him again, but he fought against it and allowed the warmth to course through him. 
 
    “I’m nothing like you,” Roskin said. 
 
    In a blink, Lorac drove at him, swinging his two blades. Roskin spun aside to avoid the attack and drew his shorter sword with his left hand. Again Lorac came, and this time, Roskin blocked the swings with both of his blades. The clash of metal echoed down the mountain. Lorac moved with speed and savagery, swinging both swords in a blur. Roskin focused on the flashes of metal, barely keeping up with the motions. He backpedaled, defending himself against the onslaught. As he adjusted to the elf’s speed, he noticed flaws in his opponent’s technique. 
 
    Crushaw had often chastised Roskin for slinging an axe, meaning his swings arced too widely. The general had shown him over and over to tighten his arm motion for better control. While Lorac was fast, he also swung too widely. Roskin stopped backpedaling and, as he blocked the next set of blows, raked at the elf’s left arm. The blade sliced skin, dark blood oozing from the wound, but the cut was only superficial. Lorac stepped back and smeared the blood across his face, licking his arm in the process. Roskin froze. The elf smiled, blood streaked across his face and lips. Before Roskin could react, Lorac charged and punched him in the mouth with the pommel of his right sword. The dwarf staggered backwards, slipping on the snow. 
 
    As he landed on his back, the handles of his axes pressed into his shoulders, blinding him with pain. Instinctively, he brought up his swords and somehow blocked Lorac’s diving attack. He kicked the elf in the chest, knocking him backwards. Roskin clambered to his feet, blood filling his mouth, and braced himself for the next assault. 
 
    Lorac circled him, scissoring his blades back and forth. The grate of metal on metal rolled down the mountain. The elf charged a third time, his blades hacking and slicing at Roskin with dizzying swiftness. Again, the heir backpedaled, using both swords to block the blows. In the fury, the elf’s blades raked across Roskin’s forearms, opening slight gashes. Finally, Lorac tired from the assault and retreated a few steps to catch his breath. Roskin gathered himself, gasping for air, and eyed the elf closely. 
 
    This time, Lorac circled slowly, laughing as blood and sweat dripped from his chin. Roskin studied his movements, watching for an opening. Before the elf drew back to charge again, a tendon flexed on his right forearm, and Roskin braced himself for another series of blows. Blood spewed from his cuts as he blocked and parried, and his eyes stung from sweat rolling down his face. His legs burned from the backpedaling on the slope, and his strength waned as Lorac swung again and again and again. Roskin’s swords felt like anvils, and he knew it was only a matter of time before he a missed a block and Lorac ran him through. Just as he felt he couldn’t hold out any longer, Lorac retreated once more. 
 
    The elf’s chest rose and fell as he sucked in large gulps of air, and Roskin rested the tips of his swords against the ground. His arms felt too feeble to raise again, but his focus never wavered from Lorac’s right forearm. The elf circled him again, his face still dripping blood-stained sweat. Roskin gripped the pommels of his swords, mustering strength to strike at precisely the right moment. His own blood trickled down his arms, and sweat stung his fresh wounds. Focusing attention on the tendon that had flexed before, he ignored the discomfort and concentrated. This would be his last chance. 
 
    As the skin on Lorac’s right forearm rippled, Roskin spun in that direction. He swung Grussard’s blade with all his might, aiming where Lorac would draw back to. The sword struck the elf’s right arm just above the elbow. Metal sliced through skin, muscle, and tendons and snapped bone. The elf howled in pain as his arm flopped limply to his side, the two parts barely connected by a thin layer of skin. Lorac’s sword tumbled to the ground. 
 
    Roskin dove and rolled, avoiding a wild swing from Lorac’s left arm. On hands and knees, he scrambled a few feet away and got to his feet, gathering his balance. He turned and faced the elf, whose right arm dangled at his side with blood spraying onto the trampled snow. Lorac’s skin faded gray, and each breath came in deep, raspy gasps. Roskin readied himself in middle guard, raising both swords. The elf brought up his left arm in high guard, the blade quivering in the air. 
 
    “Give up,” Roskin called. “You’re beaten.” 
 
    I’ll bathe in your blood, son of Sylva. 
 
    Roskin spat a mouthful of blood and gritted his teeth. While Lorac was gravely wounded, his own energy waned. He wouldn’t have any more openings to finish the fight. Marshaling his strength, he charged. The elf swung downward, a fast and powerful strike, but Roskin parried it with a short, crisp upward thrust. As the elf’s sword recoiled, Roskin drove his shorter blade into Lorac’s diaphragm. The elf grunted from the wound and wobbled backwards. Without hesitating, Roskin thrust with Grussard’s blade, piercing his foe’s heart. Lorac crumbled to the ground, the life draining from his eyes. Roskin withdrew his blade and slumped to the snow, panting for breath. 
 
    Suddenly, for the first time, he could feel the elves, thousands of voices calling out in joy, some from plantations, some from the forest, and others from Kwarck’s farm. He could feel them all, a deep connection that startled him. He saw his mother’s face, smiling. Focusing on her, he told her he was safe, and tears streamed down her cheeks. As the foreign sensation settled, he looked over and saw Kwarck lying on the ground. He struggled to his feet, wiped his swords on Lorac’s clothes, and sheathed them. He then staggered to Kwarck and knelt beside him. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked, touching the hermit’s shoulder. 
 
    “You’re alive?” Kwarck asked, opening his eyes. 
 
    “I think so,” Roskin chuckled. 
 
    “Let me get something for those wounds.” 
 
    “You rest,” Roskin said, sitting on the snow. The sharp wetness tingled his skin. 
 
    “How did you resist him for so long?” Kwarck asked, standing and removing his backpack. 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s all a fog. Did I?” 
 
    “Trust me. If you hadn’t, you’d have sliced me to pieces.” 
 
    “I guess he didn’t know one important factor,” Roskin said, grinning as blood dripped from his mouth. 
 
    “What’s that?” Kwarck asked, opening his backpack. 
 
    “The stubborn nature of dwarves.” 
 
    Kwarck grinned, and Roskin looked at Lorac’s body on the ground. He remembered the elf inside his head, drawing out all his hate and anger, and he remembered the dwarf he had killed in the cage. Shame filled him as he thought about his selfishness, and Kwarck must’ve sensed his feelings, for the hermit placed a hand on his cheek and smiled. 
 
    “None of us are as bad as our worst moments,” Kwarck said. “You’ve proven your heart.” 
 
    “Did you really send me after Crushaw?” he asked. 
 
    “Please, forgive me,” Kwarck said, still holding his cheek. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Roskin replied. “I know why you did it. But I do have a favor to ask.” 
 
    “Anything,” Kwarck said, rummaging through his herbs. 
 
    “Go heal my father. The kingdom needs him.” 
 
    Kwarck nodded, dabbing some dried leaves on the split in Roskin’s lip. He winced at the touch, but as the herbs soaked into the wound, the area grew numb. Then, Kwarck rubbed the herbs onto his arms. Again, he winced from the burning, but quickly the gashes grew numb. He looked around at the landscape and got his bearings. Somehow, Lorac had led him to the southeastern slopes of Mount Khendar, a full day’s hike to the Snivegohn Valley. He asked Kwarck if he were able to walk, and the hermit nodded, shouldering his backpack and adjusting his bow. Roskin rose from the snow, turned northwest, and began climbing the steep path. With the fog now lifted from his mind, his urgency returned. He had lost too much time and had to reach his friends. He struggled up the slope, his legs screaming in protest, but there was no time for rest. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    On outskirts of Kwarck’s farm, a bitter wind drove from the north, and thin, wispy clouds dotted the sky. Crushaw watched Suvene lead a group of elves through a technical series of strokes that required flawless footwork and absolute balance. The orc executed the routine perfectly, and the elves repeated it, showing much improvement from when they had first arrived. Suddenly, every elf froze in place and turned to each other, disbelief on their faces. The disbelief faded to broad smiles, as if a terrible weight had been lifted from them. They yelled and cheered wildly, hugging each other. Crushaw turned to Sylva, who stood beside him, tears streaming down her face. 
 
    “He did it,” she said, throwing her arms around the old man. 
 
    “Kwarck?” Crushaw asked, hugging her back. 
 
    “No, Roskin. He defeated Lorac. On his own.” 
 
    Crushaw leaned back and looked into her eyes. She smiled and nodded that he had heard her correctly. Crushaw turned and gazed west, overcome with relief. He asked Sylva if she knew how, and she described the entire fight as she felt it from Roskin’s memory. As she told him about Roskin seeing the flaws in Lorac’s technique and finally understanding what Crushaw had meant by slinging an axe, the old man smiled and bowed his head. 
 
    He soaked in the moment, the wave of pride that washed through him. He had felt pride before -- gaining promotions, winning battles, and proving his worth on the field -- but to an escaped slave, the feeling always seemed strange. The orcs demeaned slaves to eradicate self-respect, and even though he was fifty-six years removed from bondage, those scars still lingered. Against all hope, Roskin had triumphed, and while Crushaw wouldn’t claim any credit publicly, he knew the hours spent drilling the dwarf on footwork and discipline were the difference in the fight. In his search to find more meaning in his life than having savaged ogres, he savored this instant. At least in part, he had given Roskin the tools to survive. For Crushaw, that was enough. 
 
    Remembering the task before him, he turned to Sylva and told her to ready the elves to march the next morning. They would have to move in a wide arc to reach Rugraknere and avoid detection, and there was little time to waste if they were make it before the solstice. He wanted them in place early so he could scout the area to make certain the ogres were in position and see how Strauteefe had countered with his troops. Sylva saluted him and closed her eyes. Within seconds, the elves dispersed from their training groups and moved to their campsites. As the elves disbanded, Suvene walked to him and asked what was happening. 
 
    “Training is over,” Crushaw said. “You did well, young master. Now, pack your things. It’s time to march.” 
 
    “You remember our deal, right?” 
 
    “I do,” Crushaw said, turning for the house. 
 
    Suvene walked beside him, and Crushaw wished he could renege on the bargain. He admired the orc’s loyalty and skill. Never in his wildest imaginings had he thought it possible for him to respect an orc, but Suvene was unique. He displayed respect and carried himself with dignity. He also valued life, not just his own, but others’ as well. It would be a shame to kill such a fine warrior, but a deal was a deal. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The leaders of the three races of dwarves met outside the barn where Leinjar and his sons had spent the night. After a few minutes of discussion, they agreed to split up to chase after the remaining soldiers. The General of Dorkhun would cut through the Kiredurk kingdom and head for Rugraknere. Leinjar would lead the Tredjards across the mountains, following the humans’ tracks. Bordorn would take the Ghaldeon volunteers across Mount Khendar into Murkdolm. If the humans were there, he would wait for Leinjar before attacking. If they weren’t, the Ghaldeons would raze the barracks and gather more volunteers. 
 
    “What about you?” the General of Dorkhun asked Krondious. “Want to join our ranks?” 
 
    “I’d like to stay with Bordorn if it’s all the same,” the white beard replied. “I want to search for Roskin.” 
 
    “I respect that,” the general said, stroking his beard. “When you find him, tell him the Kiredurks salute the Eleventh Heir of the Eighth Kingdom.” 
 
    “Let’s get moving,” Leinjar said. “There’s a lot of ground to cover.” 
 
    The dwarves said farewells and headed to their individual camps. Bordorn and Krondious headed for the southern section, where the Ghaldeon general had set up camp. The Ghaldeon army would remain there to secure the valley and restore order. The human prisoners, for their punishment, would bury dead and repair farms that had been damaged. Bordorn would lead only the volunteer army to Murkdolm. The nineteen oldest, who were too old to march and fight, had chosen to return home. 
 
    “I wish Roskin could see this, Kronny,” Bordorn said as they marched. 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    “The three races of dwarves united. I never thought I’d live to see it myself.” 
 
    When they reached camp, Bordorn explained to the general the decisions they had reached. The Ghaldeon liked the plans and asked when the volunteers would be heading out. Bordorn told him as soon as they packed provisions and then asked to speak with the general in private. The two excused themselves and walked behind a barn, damaged and crumbling from the battle. When they were alone, Bordorn spoke: 
 
    “May I ask one favor?” 
 
    “Of course,” the general responded. 
 
    “Make sure these humans are treated fairly?” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I’ve seen how the Great Empire treats dwarves. Some may want retribution, but we’re better than that.” 
 
    “I see,” the general said, scratching his beard. “Define fair.” 
 
    “No beatings, regular meals, and decent clothing for this weather.” 
 
    “To what end?” 
 
    “To show them our hearts. To not sink to their level, as so many of our kin already have.” 
 
    “Like Johreon?” 
 
    “Exactly. We need to remind our people who we truly are.” 
 
    “You’re wise beyond your years,” the general said, bowing his head. “I’ll see to it myself.” 
 
    After shaking hands, the two returned to the camp, where Krondious held the bridle to their horse and scanned the clouds on the horizon. He said more snow was coming, and both dwarves agreed with him. Bordorn and Krondious said goodbye to the general and strode to the volunteers. They organized the dwarves for the march, sending many to nearby farms to ask for rations. Within minutes, the dwarves returned, followed by farmers who carried baskets of food. One farmer donated his wagon, which was quickly loaded to the brim with baskets. The farmers thanked the volunteers over and over, shaking hands and offering to provide more food if needed. Bordorn, who knew many of the farmers, insisted they had donated enough. He spent a few minutes chatting with his old neighbors, and they patted him on the back and shook his hand more times than he could count. Finally, he excused himself and called for the volunteers to march. Waving farewell to the smiling farmers, Bordorn started for the road over Mount Khendar. If more snow were coming, the volunteers need to cover as much ground as possible before sunset. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    On Mount Khendar, Kwarck spotted the volunteers approaching and told Roskin. The Kiredurk doubled his pace, and as he closed the distance, their fuzzy images came into focus. Seeing Bordorn and Krondious, he called out and ran towards them. They rushed forward and greeted him, all three dwarves hugging in the middle of the road. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re safe,” Krondious said, looking at the cuts on his arms and his busted lip. 
 
    “Is he dead?” Bordorn asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Roskin returned softly. “And this world is better for it.” 
 
    When Kwarck caught up, Roskin introduced them, and the hermit removed his pack to find herbs for the cuts and scratches they had received in the battle. As he did, Roskin asked what had happened in the valley. Bordorn and Krondious took turns explaining the story, from the ambushes to Leinjar’s assault. At mention of the Tredjard’s name, Roskin smiled, grateful his intuition had been correct. After all Leinjar had endured, the thought of him leading Tredjards into battle warmed Roskin’s heart. 
 
    “Are you heading to Murkdolm?” Roskin asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Bordorn said. “Some soldiers escaped the valley. We split into three groups to hunt them down.” 
 
    “I doubt they’ll go to Murkdolm,” Kwarck said. “They’ll try to join up with the force in Rugraknere.” 
 
    “If they aren’t in Murkdolm, we plan to burn their barracks and free that town,” Bordorn said. “Then, we may head to Sturdeon.” 
 
    Roskin turned to Kwarck and asked if the hermit would be okay traveling to Dorkhun alone. The half-elf laughed and reminded Roskin that he’d lived alone for many years. Roskin removed his cloak with the royal insignia and draped it across Kwarck’s shoulders. He explained that the hermit would have little trouble reaching the city, but once there, he would have to let Roskin guide him through secret passages to reach the injured king. Kwarck nodded and embraced the heir. 
 
    “I’m proud of you,” he whispered in Roskin’s ear. “Stay safe.” 
 
    “Please, take care of my father,” Roskin returned. 
 
    Kwarck assured him he would, shouldering his backpack again. They said farewell, and the hermit continued on the road towards the Snivegohn Valley. Bordorn turned to the volunteers closest to him and introduced Roskin. Several dwarves came forward and shook his hand, and the Kiredurk bowed before them, thanking them for their efforts against the Great Empire. Word quickly spread through their column that the Kiredurk heir had joined them, and from the back, several more dwarves called out to him. 
 
    “Let’s get moving,” Bordorn said, eyeing the clouds. 
 
    “Yes,” Roskin returned, starting forward. “We’re not far from the pass.” 
 
    As they marched, Bordorn and Krondious pressed him for details about what had happened with Lorac, and Roskin described what he could remember from meeting the elf on Mount Delkhun until seeing Kwarck on Mount Khendar. They asked about the fight, and Roskin simply said that he had beaten him. Krondious teased him about being too humble, but the heir went silent, not wanting to think about Lorac anymore. One day, he would tell them more, but for now, he needed to forget the hold the elf had had on him. For now, he needed to take comfort in the fact that the valley was free and the southern gate was safe. Without his cloak, the cold air made him shiver, a sensation all too familiar. Seeing him shake, Krondious pulled a blanket from their pack on the horse and handed it to him. Thanking his friend, he draped it across his shoulders and wrapped it tight against his body. As they climbed closer to the pass, he reached out to his mother, asking her to help him forget the Dark One. The same warmness he had felt from Kwarck filled him, and he pressed forward, grateful for the blessings in his life. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    King Sondious rubbed his aching legs and asked the messenger to repeat the request from the General of Dorkhun. The messenger restated that Captain Roighwheil was in custody but that the general needed troops to reinforce the southern gate. The king looked around the table at his advisors, most of whom cast their eyes downwards, detached from the meeting. King Sondious slammed his hand on the marble table and screamed for them to pay attention. They advisors jumped from the sound and looked at him. He glanced at Jase, who sat at the king’s right. The fat dwarf finished his tankard of ale and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. 
 
    “Troops for the southern gate. What do you make of this?” the king asked. 
 
    “Well, I’ve been thinking that this general might be in cahoots with Roskin,” Jase said. 
 
    “I’ve thought that, too,” King Sondious responded, scanning his advisors. 
 
    “I’d send another regiment to hunt them down and kill them,” Jase added. 
 
    “That’s what they want me to do,” the king muttered, rubbing his legs harder. “To leave the city’s defenses desperately thin.” 
 
    “You can’t let them get away with this,” Jase said, picking up a turkey leg. 
 
    “No, I can’t. I must secure the kingdom and create peace in these tunnels.” 
 
    “They all need to hang,” Jase said, chewing a hunk of meat. 
 
    “Yes,” King Sondious said, watching the dwarf eat, disgusted by his manners. “But they want me to weaken my position.” 
 
    “My king, what if this threat is real?” an advisor asked. “The General of Dorkhun is loyal to the throne.” 
 
    “The only threat is from within,” the king whispered to himself. Then, to the room, “Send runners to the eastern and Rugraknere gates. Order all troops to return to Dorkhun at once. We’ll defend this city to the last dwarf.” 
 
    “King Sondious, I don’t think that’s wise,” the advisor pressed. 
 
    “Silence! Or I’ll make an example of you.” 
 
    The advisor folded her hands and lowered her head. Sondious peered at her, breathing heavily through his nose and grinding his teeth. He would have to watch her, for obviously she was part of the plot against him. After a few moments, he repeated his orders and asked why everyone was waiting to act. The advisors jumped up and quickly filed from the room. The king turned to Jase, who licked turkey grease from his fingers. 
 
    “Do you disagree with my decision?” the king asked. 
 
    “No,” Jase said, lifting his tankard. “You’ve outsmarted them. I would’ve stumbled into the trap.” 
 
    “These are dark days, Jase. They want to remove me from this throne and put Roskin here.” 
 
    “He’s a sorry snake,” Jase replied. “You’re the rightful king.” 
 
    “Yes, the First King of the Ninth Kingdom.” 
 
    Sondious stared at the polished table, wondering why others couldn’t see all he wanted was the best for them. Roskin and Kraganere had nearly ruined the kingdom. They had gotten him crippled and started war, only to surrender before the fight was finished. They were unfit to rule. He was a true king. He would crush Roskin and his puny rebellion. Once those who opposed him were out of the way, he would rebuild the kingdom greater than it had ever been, driving the ogres east to take their lands and then claiming the Snivegohn Valley for the Kiredurks. He saw the future clearly. If everyone would just follow and trust him as Jase did, he would lead them back to peace and prosperity. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vishghu sat behind her mother at the gathering of matriarchs and peered over her shoulder to study the battle plans. Of this group, only she and her mother knew of the elven army approaching from the east. The solstice was four days away, and they were still camped a mile from where Crushaw wanted them. However, they had built the fortifications the other matriarchs demanded, and as she studied the plans, she saw that her mother had convinced them to move forward the next day to wait for the humans to meet them. That morning heavy snows had fallen, blanketing the entire area in nearly a foot of fresh powder. So far, Crushaw’s plan was coming together perfectly. As long as they could hold their line until the solstice, the trap was set. She leaned back and smiled to herself. The ogres had suffered for too long. Now, the time was at hand to drive out the Great Empire and begin a new era of peace. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Interlude 
 
      
 
    Under the Loorish Moon 
 
      
 
    “I need an answer, your Excellency,” the Ghaldeon diplomat stated, tapping his hand against his thigh. His eyes sagged with years of stress and worry, and his once red beard now showed more streaks of gray than anything. 
 
    King Kraganere stared at the table, torchlight glittering off the polished marble and casting odd shadows around the chamber. As the diplomat’s words faded into awkward silence, the council members shifted in their seats, but the king ignored the rising tension, lost deep in his own thoughts. The Ghaldeons, the fragmented dwarven kingdom to his south, planned a massive offensive to liberate Sturdeon, their capital city now controlled by the Great Empire. The diplomat requested troops for the offensive, urging King Kraganere to remember the old alliances. The king glanced at his eldest son, Roskin, fifteen and full of high ideals. The young dwarf’s eyes flashed with the same fierceness as his mother’s, and the king suppressed his urge to smile. Given the gravity of this meeting, he didn’t want to offend the diplomat. Roskin would also urge him to send troops, in fact would probably insist, because he believed in the Resistance, and while the king also hoped the Ghaldeons could expel the humans from dwarven lands, for him the situation was far more complex. 
 
    He was only a boy, younger than Roskin now, when the Great Empire first attacked the Ghaldeons. The invasion had shocked all three dwarven races, for while the Great Empire had long waged war on ogres and elves, they had maintained open trade and diplomacy with dwarves up to the night of the attack. After losing two small towns on the eastern edge of their kingdom, the Ghaldeons had held off the human army for three years. However, Emperor Stava’s thirst to control the ore-rich mountains near Sturdeon couldn’t be quenched, and wave after wave of regiments finally broke the Ghaldeon defenses. Now, the Great Empire controlled roughly a third of their lands, and only the steep slopes of the western mountains prevented them from pressing further. 
 
    The Resistance had been fighting for twenty years, ambushing units when they could and hiding in the mountains for months on end, but they hadn’t won a major battle for five years. Support for continuing waned among those in the west, and a new capital had been erected in Kehldeon. The leaders of the Resistance knew this offensive might be their last chance to rekindle interest, so they had spent a full year gathering every scattered unit into the Snivegohn Valley. From there, they would march to Sturdeon en masse, but according to the diplomat, their numbers were still far too small to overrun the Great Empire’s defenses. At most, they had gathered five thousand troops. In contrast, nearly double that were garrisoned at Sturdeon alone, not counting the numerous outposts and barracks in outlying towns. 
 
    The Kiredurks were a peaceful kingdom, known more for their art and poetry than axes and brawn. If the king sent enough troops to make a difference, his own gates could become vulnerable to attack. If he didn’t send troops, the offensive stood no chance, and the Great Empire might end up at his gates anyway. From centuries of peace, no one could say with certainty if their fortifications could withstand a heavy siege. Beyond that, however, there was another reason the king hesitated to help, one that went back to his youth, before he ascended to the throne. He ran a finger over his belt, the brown leather aged and cracked, and sighed audibly. 
 
    “Please, your excellency,” the diplomat said, stepping closer. “Time is short.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    On his twenty-second birthday, Kraganere learned of the Kiredurkian tradition of allowing the heir one year of freedom to find his inner peace. Every king for the previous three centuries had undergone this rite of passage. Most had chosen to stay within the kingdom, working as laborers or creating artwork for the year. One king, Dolnere the Sturdy, had lived among the ogres to test his threshold for pain in the harsh arctic winter. For his year, Kraganere chose to travel to Kehldeon. His father protested because of the invasion to the east, but after the council reminded him the choice belonged to the heir and the heir alone, he had relented and provided Kragenere with a sack of Ghaldeon coins. The walk to Kehldeon took a full month, and for the first week above ground, he had suffered nausea and headaches from the sun. Eventually, he adjusted to the light, however, and enjoyed the remainder of the walk across the steep slopes. 
 
    Before the invasion, Kehldeon served as the center for trade between the dwarven races. The Tredjards to the south exchanged iron for food, and from their intricate network of terraces, the Ghaldeons supplied enough vegetables and grains to sustain their dark-bearded neighbors. Now, with Sturdeon occupied, Kehldeon had become the center of politics, as well, and the family members of King Logruhk the Vanished who hadn’t sought refuge among the Kiredurks had created a temporary capital here. As such, construction sites dotted the city as new buildings sprang up daily to accommodate the booming population. 
 
    For Kiredurks, wood served one true purpose: fuel for fires. To them buildings and furniture should be cast from stone and metal because wood rots far too easily in their damp tunnels. As Kraganere strode through the streets of Kehldeon, he gazed at the Ghaldeon wooden structures with a mix of awe and disdain. While the oldest buildings were set on foundations of diorite, the thick blocks shimmering with a distinct salt and pepper coloring, the new construction was mostly wooden. Two and three story structures rose from the ground, their skeletal unfinished frames looming like fragile matchsticks stacked together. On every street around the outskirts of town, hammers pounded nails, the sounds echoing off walls, and Ghaldeon construction crews hefted boards up pulleys, their voices calling out instructions and warnings and strains of labor. The buzz of growth filled the air with electricity. 
 
    Uncomfortable with and untrusting of the newer wooden buildings, Kraganere pressed farther into the center of town and on a street of bustling shops found an inn set from slabs of diorite. Ghaldeons filled the roadway, going about their daily chores, and for a Kiredurk from the densely populated capital of Dorkhun, this area felt more like home than any other part of the city he had seen so far. Adjusting his backpack and feeling his money pouch on his hip, he ambled through the open doorway. Inside, he was greeted by a dwarf about his age, a female with a pretty smile and gentle eyes. She stood between a counter of thick mahogany and a rack of shiny keys. 
 
    “Good day to you, sir,” she said, bowing slightly at the waist. “Welcome to the Crescent Moon Inn.” 
 
    “Do you have any rooms?” he asked, pleased by her gracious manners. 
 
    “We have one opening up, but it won’t be ready for a couple of hours. How long do you plan on staying?” 
 
    “Not sure. At least a week, maybe more.” 
 
    “That’ll be fine, sir. A week will be two silver coins.” 
 
    Kraganere unstrapped his money pouch and fingered through it, searching for silver. The lady’s eyes widened at the sight, and she leaned in closer to him and whispered: 
 
    “Your business is your own, but I recommend not showing that much money around here. With so many new people moving in, there’s a lot who’ll do you harm for it.” 
 
    Kraganere looked up from the pouch and studied her face. Behind the kindness in her eyes, he saw the hurt of someone who had learned hard lessons from life. As the heir to the Kiredurk kingdom, he had never known fear of threat, and suddenly, standing in the lobby of this inn so far from home, he felt foolish for believing he was still among the safety of his people. 
 
    “You’re quite right,” he said, pulling out the silver coins and tightening the drawstring. 
 
    “Let me give you this,” she said, opening a drawer and removing a small pouch. “Keep just enough in it to get through each day, and hide the larger one in your pack.” 
 
    Kraganere accepted the gift and clutched it in his left hand. She asked him if he were hungry, and he nodded. She directed him to the tavern at the back of the inn and recommended he try the venison stew. Thanking her, he excused himself and found his way through the hallways to the tavern. The lunchtime crowd had thinned down to only two other customers, both of whom sat at the bar. The servers and barkeep busied themselves clearing plates and cleaning tables, and Kraganere found an empty seat in the corner. A gray-bearded Ghaldeon carrying a bus tray called out that he would be right with him, and Kraganere replied for the dwarf to take his time. After removing his pack, he took a handful of coins from his large pouch and tucked it deep inside the pack. Then, he attached the smaller one to his belt and dropped the coins inside. 
 
    “Sorry for the delay,” the server said, wiping his hands on his apron. “Lunch gets a little hectic anymore.” 
 
    “I understand,” Kraganere replied. “May I try the venison stew?” 
 
    “Good choice, sir. Can I recommend a dark ale to go with that?” 
 
    “An ale sounds good after my walk,” Kraganere said, smiling. 
 
    The server went to the kitchen and returned shortly with a steaming bowl and a tankard. After living on dried rations for a month, Kraganere savored the first bite of the hot meal, holding the rich broth on his tongue. He took a sip of the ale, warm and stout, a perfect complement to the stew’s spices. The server asked him if the meal was satisfactory, and he nodded, his mouth too full with the second bite to answer. Chuckling, the server excused himself and cleared another table. Kraganere tried to eat slowly, wanting to stretch out each spoonful, but the flavors were so good, he found himself scraping the last traces of potato mush from around the bowl’s rim before he was ready for the meal to be over. He took a long pull from his tankard and sighed. 
 
    “What brings you to these parts?” the server asked, clearing his bowl. 
 
    “I’ve never been to Kehldeon before,” Kraganere replied. “I’ve always wanted to visit the Ghaldeon lands.” 
 
    “There’s plenty of work around here, if you’re needing it. What’s your craft?” 
 
    “Well,” Kraganere said, pondering the question. He didn’t want to tell anyone his status as Kiredurk heir for fear of being treated like royalty. On this trip, he wanted to be an ordinary dwarf. “I’m a bard.” 
 
    “That so?” the server returned. “We haven’t had a Kiredurkian bard around here for several years. You white beards are the best musicians.” 
 
    “Could I play here?” 
 
    “I’ll check with the manager, but I don’t see why not. We keep a good crowd at night. The laborers like their ale. I’m sure they’d love to hear a real Kiredurk.” 
 
    Kraganere smiled again. Since he was little, he had wanted to sing for a crowd of strangers. Like most Kiredurks, he had performed at festivals and banquets, but as the heir, he had never known if the applause was sincere. He wanted to play for a genuine crowd, dwarves who didn’t know him or his status, to hear authentic cheers or boos. Taking copper pieces from the little pouch, he paid his tab and told the server he would check back with him that evening. The Ghaldeon shook his hand and bid farewell, and Kraganere returned to the lobby to check on his room. 
 
    The dwarf behind the counter again greeted him warmly and explained that she needed another hour, so he went onto the street to look around. On one side of the inn, there was a tailor’s shop and tannery, and on the other, a scrivener’s. He went to the tailor’s and peered through the window. Inside, a dwarf with a flowing red beard fashioned a piece of fabric into a tunic of the current style. The Ghaldeon moved deftly and confidently with his scissors, cutting the fabric into the precise shape he wanted. Along the back wall, samples of leather belts, satchels, and boots were displayed, and Kraganere liked the craftsmanship even better than his own, so he entered the shop and greeted the tailor. 
 
    “If you’re looking for tunics,” the tailor said, not looking up from his fabric. “I’m back-ordered for two weeks.” 
 
    “Actually,” Kraganere replied. “I’d like a belt.” 
 
    “Greshdeon, come here,” the tailor called. 
 
    From the back, a young dwarf appeared. He was barely an adult, and his beard, though as red as the tailor’s, hardly reached his chest. The tailor snapped at him to assist Kraganere, and the dwarf wiped his hands on a rag and greeted the Kiredurk. Though he smiled, his eyes revealed a deep sadness and a longing for a different life. Looking away from those eyes, Kraganere pointed to a thick, brown belt that nearly matched his beard color, and Greshdeon retrieved it from the wall. It fit Kraganere’s waist perfectly, so he paid for it and slung it across his shoulder. The tailor barked another order at the young dwarf, and without a farewell, Greshdeon disappeared into the back. 
 
    “Anything else?” the tailor asked. 
 
    “I’m staying next door,” Kraganere answered. “I’m new in town.” 
 
    “There’s lots of new folks,” the tailor replied, not looking up from his fabric. “If there’s nothing else, I’ve got more work than I can handle right now.” 
 
    Kraganere said good bye and left the shop. He wasn’t accustomed to such dismissal, and anger filled him. He felt sorry for Greshdeon, who was more than likely the tailor’s son and had to suffer that treatment every day. He was grateful that his own father, King Dreskin, always spoke kindly to him, even when they had their differences. His father was patient and gentle, the noblest of all Kiredurkian kings, and Kraganere’s greatest hope was to live up to the king’s example. He couldn’t imagine having to endure a sharp tongue and ill manners on a regular basis. 
 
    To pass the rest of the hour, he walked down the street and oriented himself to the area. Dwarves moved in every direction, darting in and out of businesses, and occasionally, horse-drawn carts would pass by, the drivers shouting at pedestrians to clear the road so they could deliver their building materials. Even in Dorkhun, the most prosperous of all dwarven cities, Kraganere had never seen so much bustle, and excitement filled him at the thought of being part of the birth of a capital. Standing on the street, he decided that after he had enjoyed a few weeks experiencing life as an “ordinary” dwarf, he would announce himself to the royal family and volunteer to help in any way they deemed necessary. 
 
    After walking around the area for several minutes, he retraced his steps to the inn, where his room was finally available. Once inside, he opened his pack and removed his last set of clean clothes, which he had been saving for his first night in town. After cleaning himself at the wash basin, he dressed in the fresh garments and strapped on his new belt. He piled his dirty clothes on the bed and reorganized his pack, careful to hide the large sack of coins at the bottom. He removed his fife and played a couple of bars to test its tone. Satisfied it hadn’t been damaged during the trip, he tucked it into a pocket on the side of the pack for easy retrieval. Then, he shouldered the pack and gathered his dirty items. 
 
    Back in the lobby, the dwarf with the pretty smile directed him to the closest laundry, and he dropped off his clothes. The dwarf there, much like the tailor, spoke to him briskly, though not with the same dismissive tone, and told him to give her three days. He thanked her and returned to the inn, where the first wave of evening diners trickled into the tavern. Not wanting to wait until the tavern became too busy, Kraganere found his server and asked if the manager had agreed to let him perform. 
 
    “She’d love some music in here,” he said, slapping Kraganere on the shoulder. “Whenever you want, just let us know, and we’ll announce you.” 
 
    Kraganere nodded and excused himself, wanting to go outside to rehearse before his performance. The server pointed to the back door, and Kraganere found a quiet spot in the alley. The stone buildings blocked the day’s last light, and long shadows stretched across the alley, but as a dwarf from underground, he could see perfectly well in the dimness. After finding a discarded crate to sit on, he played a note on his fife and then hummed it to warm his vocal chords. Once his throat felt loose, he sang the first two verses of an old song to hear his pitch. To his ear, he was slightly off, so he played another note on the fife, hummed to match it again, this time raising his pitch. He sang the verses again and felt satisfied he had found the right tone. 
 
    “You have a beautiful voice,” Greshdeon said from the rear doorway to the tailor’s shop. 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t know you were there!” Kraganere exclaimed, lurching on the crate from the start. 
 
    “I heard you from inside and came to see what was going on out here. Are you a real bard?” 
 
    “Well, yes and no,” Kraganere said, not wanting to lie to this young dwarf. “Tonight will be my first real performance.” 
 
    “It must be exciting, to leave home and travel to new places,” Greshdeon stated, his voice distant. 
 
    “I need you back in here,” the tailor yelled from inside. 
 
    “I gotta go. Good luck.” 
 
    Greshdeon closed the door, but Kraganere could still hear the tailor berating him for laziness. The Kiredurk stared at the weathered wood of the rear entrance, wanting to kick it open and give the tailor his own tongue lashing. In his kingdom, dwarves didn’t treat each other that way. They had learned that a patient tone with young dwarves, when applied firmly and consistently, had longer-lasting effects than a threatening one. The tailor’s behavior brought out the worst in Kraganere, and the only thing stopping him from breaking down the door was the understanding that he was stranger here with no rights to intervene in the affairs of others. But all of his kingly training told him that he should do something for the boy. 
 
    Finally, the tailor’s voice trailed off, and though he continued to stare at the doorway, Kraganere’s thoughts slowly returned to his performance. He went back through his warm-up routine and this time sang a full song. His range was considered bass-baritone, though he could drop to full bass with much ease. He could rise to baritone on certain tunes but wasn’t comfortable with many notes above Middle C. Within his range, however, his voice moved gracefully with a powerful resonance. When he finished the song, he rose from the crate and peered through the doorway to the tavern. The bar and most of the tables were full, as dwarves who had labored all day raised tankards and gobbled meals. As he looked at the crowd, a knot tightened in his stomach, and his palms sweated. 
 
    He focused on his breathing and let the nervousness run through him. Though scared, this was what he wanted – an opportunity to prove himself, and no matter what fears rose up, he wouldn’t let this moment pass. He pushed open the back door and strode into the tavern. His server spotted him and motioned to a stool that had been set up in the corner beside the bar. Kraganere slipped off his pack and tucked it between the legs of the stool. Few in the crowd had noticed him, so he scanned their faces. Most were male and obviously worked on construction crews. Their foreheads were weathered and wrinkled from too much sun, and deep crow’s feet etched around their eyes from squinting all day. Most of their hands were thick and gnarled with heavy calluses on the palms. Kraganere decided to open with an old Ghaldeon tune he had learned as a boy, a lively song about their hardworking spirit. 
 
    The barkeep rang a bell, and the conversations faded into an uncomfortable quiet broken only by the tinkling of silverware on dishes. The barkeep announced Kraganere and told the crowd to welcome him, but only a handful of dwarves applauded, most continuing their interrupted conversations. Taking a deep breath, Kraganere played the opening melody on his fife, and a group across the room recognized the song and called out in whoops of support. As he sang the first note, his voice cracked, and panic surged through him, but he closed his eyes and concentrated on the song. His voice came back into pitch and soared through the first verse. When he reached the chorus, the group joined in, stomping time on the wooden floor and bellowing loudly. 
 
    When he started the second verse, the group stopped singing but continued stomping time. They were joined by others, and when he reached the chorus again, nearly half the tavern sang along, including the servers and barkeep. On the third verse, the crowd stopped singing but everyone stomped, some out of time, and on the final round of the chorus, the entire tavern roared the words. As the song ended, the Ghaldeons clanked their tankards together and cheered wildly. From the stool, Kraganere bowed, his beard touching his boots and a smile stretching his whiskers. 
 
    “Someone get that dwarf an ale,” a voice called from the crowd. 
 
    The tavern erupted in laughter and cheers, and Kraganere accepted the tankard as it was passed to him. He took a long pull and set it on a shelf behind him. Finally, the noise settled down enough for him to start another song. He sang for two hours, going through every song he could remember, and by the time he finished, his whole body was drenched in sweat and the Ghaldeons had bought him five more ales. He lost count of how many dwarves shook his hand or slapped him on the back, and he swelled with pride. Most of his life had been spent in serious study preparing for the throne, and while no one had ever discouraged him from singing or playing music, the point had been made repeatedly that songs would always be of secondary importance. The time he spent practicing and rehearsing was time he carved out for himself because in his heart he loved music more than anything. If he’d been born the second son, he would’ve made it his life’s pursuit, but since that wasn’t an option, he would have to live with this moment, this affirmation that the applauses he had known were real. When he fell asleep later that night, after the crowd had thinned and he had staggered to his room, he did so happier than he’d ever been. 
 
    For three weeks, he sang for the crowd every night, and each performance was greeted with the same enthusiasm. Crowds at the tavern grew nightly as dwarves brought friends and family members to hear the first Kiredurkian bard to sing in Kehldeon since the invasion began. On the last night he performed, the crowd actually spilled onto the street, and dwarves filled the alley to hear him. During his fourth song of the night, however, the bell at the bar rang out, interrupting him as a dwarf yelled for everyone’s attention. At first, the crowd booed the dwarf for stopping the show, but he climbed onto the bar and screamed for everyone to listen. 
 
    “Our friend here is in trouble,” the dwarf shouted, pointing at Kraganere. 
 
    “What did I do?” the Kiredurk asked, and several voices echoed the question. 
 
    “The new king is upset he’s not paid taxes.” 
 
    “That thin-beard is no king of mine,” a dwarf called from the back, and the crowd cheered. 
 
    “Listen!” the dwarf on the bar yelled, silencing them. “I know for a fact Prince Johreon the Red is on his way tonight to arrest the Kiredurk.” 
 
    “That’s absurd,” the barkeep huffed. “This tavern pays its fair share of taxes and then some.” 
 
    “It don’t matter,” the dwarf continued. “The king wants to show his authority.” 
 
    “How do you know this? You could be a liar,” another dwarf called from across the room. 
 
    “I work at the armory. Prince Johreon was there this morning getting weapons and armor. I heard the whole thing with my own ears.” 
 
    “He’s telling the truth,” a dwarf called from the hallway that connected to the inn. “There’s soldiers coming down the street right now.” 
 
    “You need to get out of here,” the barkeep said to Kraganere. “Slip out the alley. We’ll distract them.” 
 
    “I haven’t done anything wrong,” Kraganere said, grabbing his pack from below the stool. “I can pay the taxes and clear this up.” 
 
    “You don’t know this king or this prince,” the barkeep replied, pushing him towards the door. “It ain’t about the taxes. They’ll take all your money and beat you publicly just to show they can. You best run. Find another town and stay safe.” 
 
    Before he knew it, Kraganere was pushed into the alley, and the door closed on him. Dwarves in the alley, as confused as he was, asked why the show had stopped. He explained what he knew, and they muttered to each other about the sorry state of the lands. A familiar face edged through the throng and grabbed his elbow. Greshdeon told him he needed to get moving because troops were coming around his father’s shop to search the alley. The other dwarves cleared a path, and Kraganere hastened away from the tavern, moving deeper into the alley with Greshdeon on his heels. When he reached the far end, he could hear troops following from behind and also circling around from the main street, so he turned right and darted into another alley across the way. Greshdeon stayed with him, and the two navigated through dark alleys and deserted streets until the soldiers were well beyond earshot. They finally stopped on the edge of town near a construction site to get their bearings. 
 
    “You need to go home,” Kraganere said, kneeling beside a pile of lumber and opening his pack. 
 
    “I’m not going back there,” Greshdeon said, squatting beside him. 
 
    “Most of my stuff is still in my room,” Kraganere muttered, running his fingers over his large money pouch, which was tucked in the bottom of the pack. “I don’t have my clothes or any rations.” 
 
    “We can gather nuts and berries,” Greshdeon offered. “My momma taught me about berries before she passed.” 
 
    “You can’t come with me,” Kraganere replied, his voice growing stern. “I don’t even know where I’m going.” 
 
    “I’m not going back there. My momma’s folks are in Turhjik. I know the way. We can go there.” 
 
    “That’s a long way,” Kraganere said. “What about the invasion?” 
 
    “Turhjik is still free. Daddy got a package from papaw just last month.” 
 
    “I don’t think this is a good idea.” 
 
    “Well, I’m going, with or without you. I’m miserable here.” 
 
    Kraganere studied the young dwarf’s face and understood that Greshdeon would try to make it on his own. Given the turmoil to the east, Kraganere couldn’t let him go alone. He looked back in the direction of the tavern, wondering how his situation had changed so suddenly. Last night, he had sung to a packed house and went to sleep happy and content. Now, he was a fugitive for reasons that made no sense to him. He should’ve gone to the king first and introduced himself. If the new king had known who Kraganere was, none of this would’ve happened, for the royal families of each kingdom had long-standing, deep ties. His father had offered refuge to many Ghaldeons after the invasion, and Kraganere was certain that if he could just talk to the king, all of this misunderstanding could be cleared up right away. For a moment, he considered heading back and turning himself in to the soldiers. 
 
    “Tell me something,” he said to Greshdeon. “How often does the king arrest people?” 
 
    “All the time. Daddy says he’s not the real king.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “King Logruhk is our ruler. They say he’s in the mountains gathering an army.” 
 
    “What do you think of the new king?” 
 
    “He’s awful. Ever since he declared himself ruler, Daddy has only gotten meaner and meaner.” 
 
    Kraganere realized that going back wasn’t an option. Not only would Greshdeon try to reach Turhjik alone, but the king might not believe that Kraganere was the Kiredurk heir. After hearing so many dwarves utter their disapproval of their ruler, Kraganere couldn’t risk being imprisoned for weeks or months until he could prove who he was. His best option was to help Greshdeon reach his mother’s family and then return home. He had gotten what he wanted already from this trip by singing at the tavern, and those memories would stay with him forever. He stood and told the young dwarf they should get as far away from Kehldeon as they could before camping for the night. 
 
    They marched until midnight, leaving behind the new capital and crossing rolling hills before reaching the first steep slope. They found a clearing near a stream at the base of the mountain and shivered through the night with neither blankets nor fire. The next morning, Greshdeon foraged for breakfast, gathering handfuls of nuts and late summer berries, and they ate as they climbed the winding path up the mountain. Terraces lined either side of the trail, some framed from stone and others wood. They were filled with soils carted from the river basins below and grew every kind of produce Kraganere had ever seen and a few varieties foreign to him. He had heard of these terraces, but seeing them for himself filled him with admiration for the dedication of the dwarves who had built them. 
 
    A couple thousand feet up the mountain, they found a settlement, little more than a dozen homes and one shop. Most of the dwarves who lived there were out tending their terraces, for the store was empty, save the owner who sat behind the counter reading an old book. He looked at them as they entered, a mixture of surprise and disbelief on his face. Kraganere instructed Greshdeon to find clothes and boots that fit, and the Kiredurk located blankets and dry rations. When they carried their supplies to the counter, the owner rose from his seat and began adding up their purchase. 
 
    “Looks like you younguns left somewhere in a hurry,” he said, his eyes trailing slowly between the two. 
 
    “We prefer to keep our affairs private,” Kraganere said politely but firmly. 
 
    “No offense meant, white beard. These are just strange times, and we don’t get many travelers anymore, especially not Kiredurks.” 
 
    “No offense taken, sir. We need a second pack. I didn’t see any on your shelves.” 
 
    “Hmmm, don’t reckon I have any. Let me check the back.” 
 
    The owner shuffled through a private door and returned moments later with an aged, worn pack. 
 
    “This was mine when I was young and traveled down to the city myself.” 
 
    “How much for it?” 
 
    “Those days are long behind me. I’ll throw it in with the rest. Let’s see, now. How does five silver pieces sound for everything?” 
 
    Kraganere opened his small pouch and fingered through the coins. He only had two silver and three gold coins in this pouch and didn’t want to open the larger one in front of others, even Greshdeon. He fished out two gold and asked the owner if that would cover it. 
 
    “That’s too much,” the owner said, inspecting the coins. 
 
    “For respecting our privacy, let’s call it even,” Kraganere said, bowing to the old Ghaldeon. 
 
    “Where’d you get these?” the owner asked, staring closely at the markings. “I reckon they’re older than me.” 
 
    “I brought them from Dorkhun.” 
 
    “Well, that explains it, I guess. I’m not prying, but if you’re heading to Sturdeon, the road’s a dangerous one. You’d be better off returning home.” 
 
    “We’re going to Turhjik,” Greshdeon said. 
 
    “A word of warning. The humans patrol the road for the Resistance. Look busy or you’ll find yourself somewhere you can’t run from." 
 
    “We appreciate your help,” Kraganere said. “Is there somewhere he can change clothes?” 
 
    The owner reopened the private door, and Greshdeon went in to change. While he waited, Kraganere rolled up the blankets and stuffed them into the owner’s old pack. Then, he loaded his pack with the rations. The owner sat in his chair, watching him. 
 
    “These are dark days,” the Ghaldeon said. “Humans controlling the east and a so-called king pillaging the west. I never dreamed it would come to this.” 
 
    “You don’t care for the new king?” 
 
    “You’ll find few who do. Selfish and greedy, and that son of his is even worse. Last year, the boy came around collecting taxes with his goons. They’re worse than the humans, I tell you.” 
 
    Kraganere finished packing the rations and shouldered his pack. He extended his hand across the counter, and the old Ghaldeon shook it, tears dampening his eyes. Kraganere held the dwarf’s hand, wishing there were words to ease the dwarf’s suffering, but there was nothing he could say to undo the turmoil of the land. All he could do now was offer kindness and, once he returned home, urge his father to offer refuge to more Ghaldeons who sought it. Greshdeon emerged from the back room, dressed in his new clothes and boots, attire more suitable for travel. Kraganere released his grip on the owner’s hand and slid the pack with the blankets to the young dwarf. The owner bid them farewell as they left, and the two dwarves thanked him once more as they made their way out the door and back onto the path up the mountain. 
 
    The hike across the mountains between Kehldeon and the road that ran from Sturdeon to Turhjik took four weeks. They passed through several small settlements, and the further east they traveled, the more warnings they heard about the dangers ahead. There were stories of large regiments of humans marching towards Turhjik and tales of orcs wandering the lands to capture wayward dwarves for slavery. In one settlement, at the urging of the locals, Kraganere bought pickaxes for Greshdeon and himself to carry so that if they encountered any humans, they could claim they were miners heading to Turhjik for work. The closer they got to the road, the more Kraganere wanted to abandon this plan and return to his kingdom. More than once, he had suggested it to Greshdeon, but the young dwarf insisted that they would be safe once they reached his mother’s family, so the Kiredurk ignored his fears and continued along the trail. 
 
    When they reached the main road, they turned south towards Turhjik. The steep mountains were now behind them, and the terrain morphed to rolling, gentle hills. Before the invasion, this road had remained full of merchants traveling back and forth between Turhjik and Sturdeon. Now, it was mostly deserted and showed the ill effects of little use. The once packed earth was rutted with rain gullies, and tall weeds grew along the edges and in the middle. Footing on the uneven ground was difficult, and the two dwarves used their pickaxes as walking sticks as they marched south. On their second day on the road, a wagon appeared on the horizon behind them, inching closer as they walked through the day. As it neared, Kraganere considered darting into the brush and hiding until it passed but decided that might attract more attention than sticking to their mining story, so they stayed on the road and continued forward. By evening, it had caught up to them, and Kraganere was grateful to see two Ghaldeons in the seat. 
 
    “Evening,” the driver said, pulling on his reins to slow the team as the wagon came alongside them. His beard was long and gray, and his face was pinched with stress. “Not many walk this road anymore.” 
 
    Kraganere told him the story they had rehearsed about looking for work in Turhjik. The second Ghaldeon was younger than Kraganere and held a crossbow in his lap, his hands gripping it, ready to aim and fire at the slightest provocation. 
 
    “We’re merchants, heading that way ourselves,” the driver responded, looking around. “Glad to give you a lift for a small fee.” 
 
    Kraganere glanced at Greshdeon, who merely shrugged. 
 
    “See this insignia?” the driver added, opening his overcoat to reveal a design stitched inside. “The humans let us travel this route because we’re merchants on official business of the empire. If you travel with us, we’ll get you inside the city safely, mark my words. Otherwise, you’ll have to sneak by the soldiers surrounding it.” 
 
    “How much?” Kraganere asked. 
 
    “Three gold or twenty silver,” the merchant said flatly. 
 
    “That’s mighty steep,” Kraganere stated, touching his small pouch. He only had one gold coin remaining in it. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” the merchant said, gathering his reins. 
 
    “Wait,” Kraganere said, holding up his hands to halt them. The younger dwarf raised his crossbow and trained it on the Kiredurk. 
 
    “Lower that, son,” the merchant said. “You need to relax.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the other replied, returning the crossbow to his lap but still clutching it. 
 
    “I’ll give you one gold now,” Kraganere said, eyeing the crossbow. “And the other two when we arrive safely.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, one now and three when we arrive. Otherwise, best of luck to you both.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kraganere said, opening his pouch and removing the gold. “It’s a deal.” 
 
    “How do we know you have the other coins?” the young dwarf asked, clenching his hands on his weapon. 
 
    “I’ve got them,” Kraganere replied. “My beard isn’t full of fleas.” 
 
    “Relax, Torkdohn,” the merchant said. “They’ll pay us or we’ll turn them over to the humans, mark my words. None of us want that, do we?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Kraganere said, tightening the string on his pouch. 
 
    “You dwarves hop in the back,” the merchant said. “There’s a good spot to camp a mile or so ahead. We’ll head back out at first light.” 
 
    Kraganere and Greshdeon climbed onto the wagon’s bed and steadied themselves as it lurched forward. The merchant worked the team into a steady trot, and the wagon jostled and shook on the rutted road. Kraganere leaned over to Greshdeon and whispered for the dwarf to stay alert for anything that seemed peculiar. The Ghaldeon nodded and whispered that he had a bad feeling about the merchant and his son. Kraganere agreed and glanced at the cargo in the bed. There were a few sacks of grains and two barrels of ale, but nothing else. He calculated in his head, and even if these goods paid premium price, this trip would barely be profitable. It was little wonder the merchant was so willing to offer a ride to strangers with such a paltry load. 
 
    The wagon pulled off the main road onto flat area surrounded by a thick grove of trees. Torkdohn hopped down, still clutching his crossbow, and walked to the rear of the wagon. The merchant latched the brake and climbed down, too. Kraganere motioned for Greshdeon to wait until the merchant signaled for them to get out. Torkdohn placed his crossbow on a stump near the opening and grabbed a long-felled cedar that lay in the ditch. He dragged it across the opening to block the way and retrieved his crossbow. The merchant took a sack from beneath his seat and tossed it on the ground. Then, he called for Kraganere and Greshdeon to gather firewood while he prepared camp. 
 
    Leaving their pickaxes in the bed, the two dwarves climbed down and entered the woods. Kraganere told Greshdeon to search to the right while he looked to the left, and then the Kiredurk hurried into the trees. He found a cluster of thick underbrush and quickly slipped off his pack. Glancing around to make certain he was alone, he dug through the rations and pulled out his large sack of coins. He removed three gold pieces and several silver and copper and dropped them into his small pouch. As he tightened the string on the little one, the large sack tipped over, spilling several coins on the forest floor. He bent forward and picked up the money, grabbing leaves and dirt in his haste. Behind him, twigs cracked, and he whipped his head around to see who was there. The woods were empty, and he heard no other sounds, so he finished picking up the coins and stuffed the large pouch into the bottom of his pack. 
 
    He quickly gathered an armload of wood and hurried to the wagon, where the merchant had already started a fire. Torkdohn stared him down as he approached, a strange smirk across his face. Kraganere’s skin crawled from the expression, and he dropped his armload of wood by the fire and returned to the forest to find Greshdeon, who was gathering a second load. He grabbed the Ghaldeon by the elbow and leaned in close. 
 
    “Let’s get going,” he whispered. “I don’t trust the merchant’s son.” 
 
    “What happened?” Greshdeon asked. 
 
    “Nothing. Yet. He’s up to something, though.” 
 
    “We need our tools.” 
 
    “You’re right. We’ll just tell them we changed our minds and walk on ahead as far as we can tonight.” 
 
    They returned to camp, and while Greshdeon placed the wood on the pile, Kraganere grabbed the pickaxes from the bed. Torkdohn eyed him the entire time. He locked eyes with the Ghaldeon and called out to the merchant that they had decided to walk instead. The old dwarf looked up from his fire and asked why. 
 
    “No reason,” Kraganere said. “We just decided we’d rather walk.” 
 
    “Look, if you don’t have the money, we can work out something. I’ll settle for less.” 
 
    “Oh, he has the money,” Torkdohn said, raising his crossbow. 
 
    Kraganere still held Torkdohn’s gaze, gripping a pickaxe in each hand. Greshdeon froze by the wood pile, his mouth hanging open. 
 
    “Son, lower that weapon. These dwarves aren’t our enemies.” 
 
    “I’ll be having that sack of coins,” Torkdohn said, pointing with the crossbow. 
 
    “Boy, we aren’t thieves,” the merchant said. 
 
    “Let me handle this, Daddy,” Torkdohn snapped. 
 
    “I’ll give you my pouch,” Kraganere said. Slowly, he balanced one of the picks against his thigh and raised his left hand. Keeping his palm towards Torkdohn, he reached for the small pouch. 
 
    “Not that one,” Torkdohn snarled. 
 
    “Son, what are you doing?” the merchant asked, stepping towards his boy. 
 
    “This Kiredurk has a whole sack of gold. I saw it in the woods.” 
 
    “We’re not thieves,” the merchant said, his voice calm and soothing. “We’re merchants.” 
 
    “I’m tired of scraping by,” Torkdohn said. “He probably stole that gold anyway. Now, give it to me.” 
 
    “Boy, lower that crossbow,” the merchant said, his voice losing patience. 
 
    “Before the invasion, we had a good life,” Torkdohn growled. “I didn’t mind the hard work because you provided plenty. Now, there’s no trade left. We’re starting a new life.” 
 
    “I raised you better.” 
 
    “Everything’s changed,” Torkdohn said. “It’s time we changed, too.” 
 
    “I can help you,” Kraganere said. “We can head to Dorkhun, and I’ll help you both start a new life.” 
 
    “Just give me that money,” Torkdohn shouted, tightening his grip on the crossbow. 
 
    Kraganere didn’t want Greshdeon or the merchant to get hurt, and he could see in Torkdohn’s eyes that there would be no reasoning with the Ghaldeon. He let go of the second pick and raised both his hands. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “You win. I’ll give you the money. Just let us go.” 
 
    “No tricks,” Torkdohn warned. “I’m a pretty good shot.” 
 
    “This is nonsense,” the merchant said, stepping between Torkdohn and Kraganere. “Give me that weapon.” 
 
    The old dwarf lurched at his son, and Torkdohn stepped back. As he did, his finger tripped the trigger, and the bolt thwucked into the merchant’s belly. The gray-beard slumped to his knees, his mouth open but no scream escaping his lips. Kraganere rushed to his side and steadied him as Torkdohn stared at his father, paralyzed by shock. Greshdeon also stood still, frozen by the suddenness of the moment, and Kraganere called for both of them to help him as the old dwarf toppled to the ground and curled into the fetal position. Greshdeon rushed forward and knelt beside the wounded dwarf, and Kraganere pushed his hand against the wound, trying to stop the bleeding. 
 
    “I need rags,” Kraganere shouted. “He’s bleeding too much.” 
 
    “Get off him,” Torkdohn said, stepping closer. “This is your fault.” 
 
    “I need rags,” Kraganere shouted again. 
 
    Torkdohn dropped his crossbow and dived at the Kiredurk, tackling him to the ground. They rolled in the dirt, punching and gouging each other. Greshdeon yelled for them to stop, pressing his hands against the wound as Kraganere had. The Kiredurk landed a powerful hook to Torkdohn’s head, and the dwarf reeled from the blow. Kraganere soon overpowered him, pinning him to the ground and pressing his forearm against Torkdohn’s throat. 
 
    “Your father needs help,” Kraganere growled. He released his hold and crawled on his hands and knees to the wounded merchant. Sweat dripped from his nose onto the ground. 
 
    Tears streamed down Greshdeon’s face as dark blood oozed around the bolt, soaking their clothes and the young dwarf’s hands. Kraganere pressed his fingers against the wound, but blood seeped out and ran down his forearm. Greshdeon called for him to look out, and he whipped his head around in time to see Torkdohn raise the crossbow to fire. He turned away and tightened his body into a ball. The bolt sank into his pack, striking the money pouch. The impact stung, but he wasn’t wounded, so he sprang to his feet and grabbed Greshdeon. 
 
    “Run,” he said, yanking up the young dwarf. 
 
    They jumped over the felled cedar and crossed the main road. Behind them, Torkdohn screamed that he would kill them as he loaded another bolt into the crossbow. Kraganere ran to the tree line, motioning for Greshdeon to follow him. The bolt whistled by his ear and struck a ponderosa pine a few feet ahead of him. They raced into the woods, slipping on fallen pine needles, and kept running even after Torkdohn’s screams faded from earshot. Kraganere’s legs churned as hard as they could, and branches and underbrush smacked his face and chest. He finally stopped, leaned against a fallen tree, and gasped for air. He hadn’t run that hard in his entire life. 
 
    “That old dwarf is gonna die, isn’t he?” Greshdeon asked, collapsing to the ground. 
 
    “Probably,” Kraganere managed between gulps for air. 
 
    “Why is there so much death?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kraganere said, shaking his head. Slowly, his breathing returned to normal. 
 
    “My dad didn’t turn mean till after momma died.” 
 
    “I’m sorry she’s gone,” Kraganere offered. 
 
    “We left Turhjik not long after the invasion. She got sick in Kehldeon. I hate that place.” 
 
    “Listen to me,” Kraganere said, his tone that of a future king. “These lands aren’t safe. We’re going to Dorkhun.” 
 
    “What about my family?” Greshdeon asked, looking up from the ground. His eyes flashed with pain and anger. 
 
    “We can’t help them,” Kraganere said, softening his tone. “You heard the merchant. The town is surrounded. This whole area belongs to the humans.” 
 
    “We can find a way in.” 
 
    “Look at this,” Kraganere said, removing his pack and showing Greshdeon the bolt sticking out. “We can’t even trust our own kind here. I was wrong to bring you this far. We’ll be lucky to make it back to the Snivegohn Valley without ending up dead or in chains.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Greshdeon said, hanging his head. Tears streamed down his face. “Everything is lost.” 
 
    “Not everything,” Kraganere said, placing a hand on the dwarf’s shoulder. “My kingdom is safe.” 
 
    “What’s there for me?” 
 
    “Did you make this belt?” 
 
    The boy nodded. 
 
    “We can always find a place for a dwarf who knows leather like this. Come, we need to keep moving.” 
 
    Kraganere pulled the bolt from his pack and tossed it to the ground. Then, he removed two strips of dried meat and handed one to Greshdeon. They ate as they walked, moving northeast. After crossing the mountains, they had little trouble on the rolling hills, even though they were now cutting cross country. They marched until well after dark, made camp without a fire, and continued early the next morning. For most of the day, they walked without issue, but late in the afternoon, they spotted a small town in the distance. Unsure if it was safe, they agreed to circle around it to the east and keep walking until they were well beyond its outskirts. 
 
    As they moved around the town, several miles to the east, a forest came into view. Unlike the scrawny pines on the mountains and hills, the trees of this forest reached towards the sky like majestic pillars. Even from that distance, the enormity of the forest was evident, spruce and redwoods stretching hundreds of feet up. As the sun sank low behind them, long streaks of gold and pink reached across the sky, kissing the tree tops as the eastern horizon faded to purple. Kraganere nudged Greshdeon and pointed at it, and the young dwarf’s mouth fell open. 
 
    “The Loorish Forest,” Kraganere said. “The wild elves.” 
 
    “Daddy always warned me that’s not a safe place for dwarves.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. We’ll turn north before we reach it.” 
 
    They climbed a steep hill and descended into the dale below. Uneasiness overcame Kraganere down in the low spot, and he motioned for Greshdeon to move into a cluster of brush. They crouched behind the bushes and scanned the horizon for motion. The sun had nearly set, and long shadows stretched across the land as twilight crept in. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Greshdeon whispered. “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I feel like someone’s following us.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s the elves.” 
 
    “We’re still too far from the forest,” Kraganere whispered. 
 
    A human on horseback appeared atop the steep hill, followed by five more. Their voices carried down the slope, and Kraganere clearly heard one say that he had seen them go down this way. He looked at Greshdeon, whose eyes were wide with terror. They had to run for it before the horsemen spotted them. He grabbed the young dwarf’s elbow and thumbed over his shoulder. Greshdeon shook his head, fear holding him. Kraganere pulled on his arm, but the dwarf remained still. 
 
    “We have to run. Now,” Kraganere hissed. 
 
    Still, the dwarf remained frozen. Kraganere pulled him one more time, but Greshdeon didn’t budge. The Kiredurk darted from the brush, hoping the boy would come to his senses and follow. He ran along the hill’s base, crouching as low as he could, and the horsemen hadn’t spotted him yet. He stopped behind a thick cedar and looked back at Greshdeon, who still stared up the hill, his legs rooted to the ground. 
 
    “I see one,” a horseman called out, pointing towards the brush where Greshdeon hid. All six horses started down the hill in his direction. 
 
    “Run!” Kraganere screamed, fear filling him. 
 
    Greshdeon looked at him, his wits coming back, and bolted from the brush towards the Kiredurk. Kraganere turned and continued running, now turning up the hill and going as fast as he could. He glanced over his shoulder in time to see one of the horsemen toss a weighted net onto Greshdeon, and the dwarf toppled to the ground, the net wrapping around his body. Kraganere wanted to go back for him, but he knew it was too late. His only hope was to save himself. So he kept running and crested the hill. As he did, another horseman called out that he spotted the other one, and five of them charged up the slope after him. 
 
    In the dim light, Kraganere zigzagged down the hill, darting behind trees and undergrowth. He slipped off his pack and dropped it, the coins and rations spilling out as he did. He reached the bottom of the hill and looked back to locate the horsemen. They had fanned out along the crest of the hill fifty yards away and had stopped riding as they scanned for him. One spotted him, and they gave chase again. Kraganere started up the next hill, moving laterally around it and finding more trees for cover. He managed to lose them another time. Now, he stretched his lead to over a hundred yards before they found him again. 
 
    For nearly an hour, he ran from them in this manner, and with each hill he topped, the darkness grew, and it took longer for them to locate him. The Loorish Forest was now less than half a mile away, and he knew if he could reach it, the humans would never find him among the massive trunks. The hills had flattened into low, smooth land, and there were only grasses between him and the forest. His legs were rubber, and his heart pounded in his chest, but he marshaled the last of his strength and sprinted for the tree line. As he moved into the open, one of the humans caught his silhouette against the horizon and called for the others to charge. The horses thundered across the flat ground, less than two hundred yards behind and closing quickly. He ran with everything he had, pumping his arms and sucking for air. The first redwood was three hundred yards away, but the horses had cut the gap in half. Kraganere didn’t think he could make it. His legs grew weak and his pace slowed. 
 
    Behind him, one of the horsemen yelled for the others to stop, and the riders pulled up, their horses stomping and snorting as they slowed to a halt. Kraganere kept going, each step agony, his pace little more than a brisk walk. Finally, he reached the first tree and collapsed on the ground. He rolled onto his back and sucked for air, his chest heaving up and down. He lay there for what seemed like hours, and by the time he had caught his breath, the horsemen were nowhere in sight. He thought about Greshdeon and began crying, gentle tears that quickly grew to deep sobs. He couldn’t imagine what fate awaited the boy, and guilt and shame filled him. He lay by the tree and sobbed until he had no tears left. 
 
    Slowly, his grief ebbed, and he realized he had to find somewhere to sleep for the night. He struggled to his feet, his legs cramping from the overexertion, and limped deeper into the forest. Other than his own breathing, the woods were silent, an unnatural quiet that made the hairs on his neck stand up. He peered into the darkness, searching for any sign of an elf, but even with his excellent night vision, all he could see were the massive tree trunks. Fifty yards into the forest, he decided he had gone far enough to hide from the humans in case they returned and scanned the ground for a good spot to sleep. From above, a whistling sound caught his ear, and he glanced up to see what it was. 
 
    A sharp pain struck his chest, like something had jumped from the darkness and bit him. He collapsed to his knees and looked down. First, he saw the feathers, white as snow in the dark, and he reached out to touch them where they hovered a foot in front of him. As soon as he touched the wooden shaft, another pain raced through his chest, and he fell backwards, trying to call out. But no sound would come. He grabbed the arrow with both hands, and more pains raced through him. He writhed on the ground, grabbing fistfuls of moss and kicking his legs in erratic patterns. He tried again to scream, but only a hollow wheezing escaped his lips. Then, all went gray. 
 
    He moved through a fog, glimpses of broken images like a nightmare. Flying upward into the trees. Voices speaking a language he didn’t know. A house more like a nest than anything. Ripping pains in his chest. Tender hands. Damp rags on his forehead. Sunlight. Darkness. Moonlight. Pain. Warm soup. Cool water. Sunlight. Moonlight. Pain. None of it made any sense, and he drifted between these images with no connection to time. He called out for his mother and father, but they weren’t with him. He dreamed of stone and steel, but all around him was the smell of wood and leaves. One voice became familiar as he slipped in and out of the broken dream, a soothing voice that sometimes sang, sometimes cooed. Then, he slept, a deep slumber without dreams or memory. 
 
    When he awoke, he lay in a soft bed with tree limbs just above him, the bristly spruce needles damp with dew. He whispered for water, and a beautiful face leaned over him. Her hair was black with streaks of white running through it, and her black eyes flashed with a fierceness that sent a wave of terror through him. But when she spoke, he recognized her voice from the nightmare, and she stroked his cheek with gentle fingers. 
 
    “I’m Sylva,” she said. “Don’t be afraid. You’re safe.” 
 
    “Where am I?” he asked. “What happened?” 
 
    “You’re in my home. One of our sentries shot you in the forest, but my mother and I brought you here. You’re very lucky.” 
 
    Kraganere stared at her face, enchanted by her beauty. She smiled at him and stroked his cheek again. He returned the smile and before realizing what he was doing reached up and touched her cheek. A twinge of pain raced through his chest from the movement, and he slowly lowered his arm and lay as still as he could. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll take care of you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    King Kraganere rubbed his belt and glanced at Roskin again. The boy looked so much like his mother. She had moved back to the forest shortly after he had been born, and even though the king had remarried, there wasn’t a single day he didn’t think about her. The time would soon come when Roskin would want to see her, and even though he knew firsthand the dangers near that forest, Kraganere would have to let him go. The diplomat cleared his throat, rousing the king from his memories, and he looked from his son to the Ghaldeon. 
 
    “My Excellency, King Johreon needs an answer. Will you send troops?” 
 
    “I understand the gravity of this situation,” King Kraganere said, still rubbing his belt. “And I have spent my life trying to ease the suffering of the Ghaldeons. We have opened our gates to any seeking refuge, even those who do not deserve it. I am a friend to the Ghaldeon dwarves, but I cannot support any military action that might weaken my own gates. 
 
    “Please, tell King Johreon that we will continue offering refuge and food and even gold to any Ghaldeon in need, but this invasion of Sturdeon has no hope of success. As such, I will not make my kingdom suffer, and as king, I will overrule any decision my council makes in contrast to my judgment.” 
 
    “Sir, that’s not good enough,” Roskin blurted out. 
 
    “Son,” the king said, his voice calm and patient. “Please, refrain from outbursts.” 
 
    “Your Excellency,” the diplomat urged. “Please, listen to your son. We need those troops.” 
 
    King Kraganere took a deep breath and looked the diplomat in the eyes. For the sake of diplomacy, he didn’t want to tell the Ghaldeon that he refused to take any action that might strengthen Johreon’s rule. He also believed that the Ghaldeons in the east were too fragmented and splintered to galvanize under such a greedy ruler, but again, for the sake of diplomacy, he wouldn’t share that opinion. In the diplomat’s eyes, he saw that the dwarf already knew the cause was lost and that any hope he still held about the Resistance was false hope at best. 
 
    “If the Great Empire crosses into the Snivegohn Valley,” King Kraganere added. “We will greet them with our full might. Otherwise, I consider this matter closed. I will arrange for twenty wagons of food to travel with you to the valley to help feed your troops. Master Sondious will escort you to our gate to see to it personally. This meeting of the council is dismissed.” 
 
    Roskin rose from his seat and stormed from the room. King Kraganere watched him leave, wishing he could explain to the boy about Greshdeon and Johreon and all that he had seen during his time in the Ghaldeon lands. But Roskin wasn’t ready to hear those hard truths. Master Sondious approached the diplomat and walked him from the chamber. The king remained in his seat and motioned for everyone else to leave. He hadn’t thought about Greshdeon in some time, even though he wore the belt every day. Somehow, over time, he had pushed that memory deep into the recesses of his mind, and now, remembering how the dwarf had frozen when he needed to run, Kraganere wished he’d never let the boy leave Kehldeon. He’d long let go of his guilt, for Greshdeon was the one who’d been paralyzed by fear, but he wished the boy had never been there in the first place. No matter how bad his life had been with the tailor, it was nothing compared to whatever the humans did to him. 
 
    But Kraganere didn’t regret any of it, not the old merchant, not Greshdeon, not the scar on his chest. All of those moments had led him to Sylva, and she had given him Roskin. His memories of her and love for his son were worth all of it. He glanced down at the belt one more time and hummed the first tune he sang at the Crescent Moon Inn. His voice no longer carried perfect pitch, and he couldn’t recall the words to the song, but he remembered with perfect clarity the thunder of boots stomping on a wooden floor, the sound of a hundred voices joining his, and the taste of ale. He smiled to himself and rose from his seat, still humming the song. Somewhere in his study, he had a fife tucked in a drawer. He had half an hour before he had to meet with the council again to oversee the judgment of a Kiredurk who had started a fight in the deep. He had just enough time to see if he could still play that tune. 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    The Massacre at Rugraknere 
 
      
 
    Far north in the western mountains, the ground rumbled and trembled. On an isolated peak, too far north for life, a fissure appeared, white steam hissing into the frigid air. From the heat, centuries of ice and snow melted and rushed down the slope, carving a trench as boulders surged in front of the avalanche. Suddenly, the mountain exploded, and a plume of gas and ash billowed miles into the sky. Rocks jettisoned into the stratosphere from the force. The hot gasses trapped inside rapidly cooled, turning the stones brittle and causing them to break apart into smaller chunks. Most fell back to the frozen slopes miles below, but some disintegrated into dust and spread out from the plume. 
 
    A fleck of dust, smaller than a needle point, drifted with the current to the east. It wafted over the northern plains, where the ogre patriarchs ruled their clans with brutish cruelty. Gradually the fleck glided over the eastern mountains, high above the feudal warlords who battled to control the human lands. It crossed the vast ocean and the uncharted lands on the other side of the earth, circling back over another ocean until it floated over the Ghaldeon lands as miners hauled out the first slabs of rock for what would become Sturdeon. Still, the fleck glided along, unnoticed in the sky. 
 
    For centuries it circled the globe while far below the matriarchs rose up and overthrew the patriarchs, bringing peace to the ogres. One by one, the feudal lords fell, until only a handful remained in heavily fortified kingdoms scattered across the eastern lands. On the eastern peninsula, the Marshwoggs thrived in their swamps as self-governing, peaceful people. To the south, the orcs cultivated sugarcane and cotton on small tracts of land that gradually spread outward. And back west, the dwarves dug deep into the mountains, seeking gems and metals for trade. 
 
    For ten thousand years, the speck of dust drifted with the currents. On the surface, life continued as normal: Kingdoms rose and fell; wars raged and ebbed; bloodlines came and went; trade routes flourished and then vanished. Ever so slowly, the great mountains eroded as wind and rain and snow battered their slopes, and the tiny fleck might have floated for another ten thousand years if not for a downdraft that pushed it lower in the atmosphere. As it descended, a rising drop of water vapor condensed onto it inside a thick layer of cumulus clouds. In the cold air, the water vapor froze into a six-pointed spire and became too heavy for air to keep aloft. Gravity pulled the speck of snow downward, and as it fell, it bumped into other specks and froze together, forming a fluffy snowflake that drifted towards the earth with billions of others. 
 
    Gently and effortlessly, the speck of dust, trapped inside the slope of a volcano for hundreds of thousands of years and held aloft in the stratosphere for another ten thousand, glided towards a mass of elves crouched on the foothills of the western mountains. A puff of wind altered its trajectory, aiming it towards the front of the mass where a human stood fully erect at their fore. The snowflake came to a rest on the man’s eyebrow, catching on a long, gray hair that curled over the arch of his brow. The flake melted from his body heat, and Crushaw wiped his brow with the back of his hand. 
 
    “We move forward slowly,” he said to Sylva. “We’ll halt when the first soldiers come into view.” 
 
    “Understood,” she responded. 
 
    “With any luck, this snow will continue for another hour or two.” 
 
    The elven army advanced one measured step at a time, and Crushaw peered into the swirling flakes, searching for any sign of the Great Empire. To his right, Sylva plodded through the deep drifts, and to his left, Suvene shivered in the frigid air. As they crested a small rise, Sylva touched Crushaw’s arm and pointed into the whiteout. The old man squinted and followed the line of her finger. At first, he believed she had been mistaken, merely seeing a mirage in the hazy landscape, but after several heartbeats, he spotted the faint silhouettes of soldiers forming ranks. He motioned for his army to step back below the hill’s crest to remain hidden and summoned his officers to him. He knelt in the snow, now well over a foot deep, and drew a crude map in the powder. 
 
    “The ogres should be here,” he said, pointing to a spot northwest from his current position. “Strauteefe isn’t expecting us, so our archers can get off several volleys before they react. I want the archers to advance forward with an infantry battalion on each flank. Don’t get closer than a hundred yards, but fire until they attack.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the captain of the archers replied. 
 
    “Once the soldiers move to engage,” Crushaw continued, drawing arrows in the snow. “The archers will fall back to here.” He marked a V behind the square that indicated the main force. “The two battalions will collapse on the approaching soldiers. Once they retreat or are annihilated, fall back to here.” He drew an X behind the V. “The archers will thin out the ranks of any who approach. These three battalions will engage any who reach this point. Any questions?” 
 
    “No, sir,” the other captains answered in unison. 
 
    “Once we’ve bloodied them, Strauteefe will order a retreat to regroup and form defensive positions. At my mark, we will attack and not relent until they surrender. Slaughter them down to Strauteefe if you must, but bring the general to me alive. And try not to destroy any of that siege equipment. We can use that.” 
 
    “For what?” Sylva asked, knitting her brow. 
 
    “Taking Black Rock Fortress,” Crushaw replied, rising to his full height. “You have your orders. Now, execute as we have trained.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the elves said, saluting him before dispersing to their respective battalions. 
 
    “Black Rock?” Sylva asked, remaining by his side. 
 
    “We’ll have to take it or the ogres will never know peace.” 
 
    “Do we have the force for that?” 
 
    “Not alone, but if the ogres and dwarves help, we just might.” 
 
    “You live up to your reputation,” Sylva chuckled. “Always one step ahead.” 
 
    Crushaw winked at her and climbed back to the crest of the hill to watch the archers assembling into formation. The snow picked up in intensity, blowing at his face and obscuring his view even more. So far, his plan was coming together as he had envisioned it, and as long as the snow continued until the archers got into place, the element of surprise would remain in their favor. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vishghu rode with her mother and two other matriarchs to meet Strauteefe’s emissary in the field between the human and ogre forces. Behind her, the rest of the ogre army, barely three thousand strong, huddled behind their makeshift fortifications. She could smell their fear as they gazed upon the ten thousand human soldiers spread out before them. Behind the emissary, soldiers prepared two dozen catapults, clearing snow from joints and adjusting their aim towards the ogres. As she rode, her biggest fear was that her mother or the other matriarchs would lose heart and flinch before Crushaw could spring his trap. 
 
    “If you surrender now,” the emissary said once the ogres reached him. “We will allow you to return home unscathed. Resist us, and we’ll kill every one of you and raze the closest five clans.” 
 
    “You are trespassing,” Vishghu’s mother replied. 
 
    “These lands now belong to Emperor Vassa, may her shadow grow long in the east.” 
 
    “These lands belong to the Kiredurks.” 
 
    “Then, it’s not your concern, ogre,” the emissary snarled, brushing snow from his horse’s mane. 
 
    “This is nonsense,” Vishghu huffed to her mother. 
 
    “Quiet,” the matriarch scolded. 
 
    “Do not test me,” the emissary said, his eyes narrowing at Vishghu. “Or we’ll raze ten clans.” 
 
    “He’s not here to negotiate,” Vishghu continued. “Just to utter empty threats.” 
 
    “Empty?” the emissary exclaimed. “Empty?” 
 
    “Hush!” Vishghu’s mother hissed. 
 
    “Maybe the snow obstructs your view, but we can slaughter every last one of you before lunch, you insolate swine.” 
 
    “Send forth your best,” Vishghu growled, locking eyes with him and smiling. 
 
    For a moment, fear flashed across his face, but he caught himself and scowled at her before wheeling his horse about and spurring it into a gallop back to his line. Vishghu gathered her reins and turned her buffalo around. 
 
    “What was that?” one of the other matriarchs cried. 
 
    “The end of a farce.” 
 
    “You’ve killed us all!” 
 
    Vishghu heeled her mount and trotted back towards her line. Her mother caught up and rode beside her. 
 
    “Have you lost your mind?” 
 
    “Crushaw will attack any moment. The more intent they are on attacking us, the more his ambush will catch them unaware.” 
 
    “You were out of line. It’s not your place to speak in negotiations.” 
 
    Vishghu looked at her mother, seeing the rage in her eyes. In that look, the young ogre understood why the humans always bested her people despite being physically inferior. The matriarchs allowed decorum and fear to keep them from decisive action. As long as the Great Empire dictated terms to them, they would always fail. One way or the other, she would change their mindset and teach them what she had learned from Crushaw – that in battle victory is achieved through superior will, not superior might. 
 
    In her line, heightened fear rippled through the ranks. She resumed her place two rows behind the front line and turned to face the Great Empire. As she gazed through the swirling snow, she saw the source of their rising anxiety as soldiers loaded stones into the catapults. She called for those near her to hold steady; across the way, the humans slathered thick grease onto the stones. Her mother glanced back at her, still frowning, but also called for everyone to stand put. Torches were touched to the stones, igniting the grease, and soldiers slashed ropes, freeing tension. A wave of terror surged through the ogre lines, but Vishghu remained still, her eyes on the approaching missiles. 
 
    From the heavy snows and frigid temperatures, the pivot points of the catapults had stiffened, for the first volley landed several yards short of the front line. She raised her club above her head and laughed, a loud and thunderous sound in the stillness of the falling snow. Her mother shot another glance at her, but instead of anger, this look conveyed surprise. After a couple of heartbeats, she also let out a boisterous laugh. Soon, the entire front erupted in derisive whoops. On the other side, soldiers scrambled to reset and reload the catapults. 
 
    Once more, grease was brushed onto the stones, but before torches could be set, commotion to the east interrupted their work. Chaos engulfed the soldiers as they turned in that direction. Sharp voices barked orders, and reserve regiments moved from behind the front line towards the commotion. Murmurs of speculation swept through the ogre ranks, since none except Vishghu and her mother knew about Crushaw’s attack. Across the field, soldiers began turning half the catapults in that direction, but the thick snow made their efforts futile as the heavy wheels refused to move. Vishghu tightened her grips on her reins and club, waiting for the order to charge. 
 
    “Hold your positions,” her mother yelled to her troops. “We wait.” 
 
    “Wait for what?” Vishghu screamed, louder than she intended. 
 
    “Hold steady,” the matriarch repeated. 
 
    Vishghu tapped her club against the side of her calf muscle and watched the humans scramble to reform ranks against the new threat. The soldiers facing the ogres appeared confused and disoriented, and those manning the catapults were distracted, trying in vain to move the weapons into position. Now was the perfect moment to charge them, before they got their bearings and resumed an offensive posture. Vishghu sighed heavily, still tapping the club against her leg. 
 
    “We need to attack,” she called to her mother. 
 
    “Hush,” the ogre beside her said. “We’re safe for now.” 
 
    “Mother!” Vishghu pleaded. 
 
    “Not now,” her mother replied without looking back. 
 
    Vishghu took a deep breath and secured her grip on the reins. Reaching forward with her club, she tapped the flanks of the buffaloes in front of her, which caused them to shift enough to allow hers to edge forward into that line. The ogre to her right glanced at her, obviously annoyed by the tight quarters, but she ignored her and edged her way into the front line. This moment was not one for timidity, and she refused to allow it to waste away. Taking another deep breath, she heeled her mount and charged forward onto the open field. 
 
    “Vishghu!” her mother called. “Get back here.” 
 
    Within a few steps, the buffalo hit full stride, its hooves rising and falling in the thick snow with delicate agility that defied its massive size. They passed the smoldering stones in a blur. At this speed, the snow whipped into her face, making visibility difficult, but Vishghu hunkered lower in the saddle and peered just over the buffalo’s shaggy mane. Behind her, a terrible din arose as hundreds of buffalo broke into a sprint after her. Nearing the human lines, she raised her club and prepared to strike. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    From his mount, Strauteefe called commands to his majors and captains, trying to regain order in the battle. Somehow, the ogres had lured him into an ambush, and now, instead of an easy battle against an outnumbered foe, he faced an assault from two fronts with no clear understanding of the size of the force he faced. His initial thrust at the archers to the east had failed, forcing his troops to retreat and reform. Then, the ogres had inexplicably charged from the north, decimating his northern line and forcing him to recall reserves from the east. Now both fronts were faltering against the onslaught, and they needed to fall back again and regroup. 
 
    “Curse this snow,” he muttered. “If I could just see the battlefield.” 
 
    “Sir, should we fall back to the south?” a major asked. 
 
    “We’ll lose our siege weapons,” he replied, gripping the reins more tightly. “They won’t budge in this.” 
 
    “We can reclaim them later,” the major offered. 
 
    “Yes, you’re right,” Strauteefe muttered, glancing in the direction of the weapons. “Issue the retreat. I’ll lead the way and find high ground where we can reassemble.” 
 
    The major saluted and hurried to call out the orders. Strauteefe and his aides turned their horses south, trotting through the thick snow towards the dwarven town where they had been camped for months. He had one small brigade still in town, hardly enough to turn the tide, but they could establish a position on one of the hills outside of town and give the other men time to gather themselves before the enemy advanced. For the first time in as long as he could remember, he wished Crushaw were with him to offer guidance, for Strauteefe had never been caught so off guard before. 
 
    In town, he located the brigade and roused them from their leisure. The men scrambled for their weapons and armor, and most trotted from town still buckling straps. Strauteefe rode to the first hill southeast from town and waited for the brigade to reach him. The snow continued to tumble from the sky, and harsh winds chilled him to his core. He removed the glove from his right hand and withdrew a gold medallion from his coat pocket. He had received it from the Emperor herself when he had assumed command of the Northern Army, replacing Crushaw when the old man had lost his mind. He gazed at the carving of the palace and rubbed his thumb along the image, wishing for luck to turn his way in this battle. 
 
    As the brigade trudged towards him, lifting their knees high to cross the drifts, he stuffed the medallion back into his pocket and replaced his glove. He called for them to assemble in front of him. The men, still confused and wide-eyed from the suddenness of his arrival, formed ranks along the slope. Strauteefe examined the contour of the hill and called for them to shift west several yards to force the enemy up the steepest part of the incline. Once his crossbows arrived, he would place a brigade on each flank to slow the enemy’s charge, and at the very least, from this position, he would only have to defend one front. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “The soldiers are retreating,” Sylva said, reporting to Crushaw news from the front. “Do we pursue?” 
 
    “We need to secure those siege weapons first,” Crushaw responded. “Before the ogres destroy them. Then, we need to coordinate with them so we aren’t tripping over each other in our pursuit.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t risk them getting away,” Sylva said, pointing at the battlefield. 
 
    “I know Strauteefe,” Crushaw replied, staring south into the swirling flakes and imagining the lands. “He’s seeking higher ground for a defensive position. He still thinks he can win this battle.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “That’s what I’d do.” 
 
    “I trust your judgment,” she said, nodding. 
 
    “Send someone to call off the ogres,” Crushaw said. “And I want to speak to the matriarchs before we advance.” 
 
    She closed her eyes, delivering the orders to a captain at the front. As she did, Crushaw turned to Suvene and explained in orcish what was happening. The orc nodded his understanding and pulled his cloak tighter around his body. From a lifetime on the savannah, he wasn’t accustomed to weather such as this, and Crushaw patted his trembling shoulder in empathy. It had taken the old man many years to develop tolerance for the cold after escaping slavery. He removed his own cloak and held it out to the young orc. 
 
    “Here,” Crushaw said in orcish. “The walk will keep me warm.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Suvene returned, draping the worn cloth over the other. 
 
    “Come. We have a battle to finish.” 
 
    With that, Crushaw turned and started down the hill. From decades of fighting the ogres on their lands, he had learned how to step in deep snow, and as he walked a rush of memories came to him – fragments of battles, weeks of training, miles and miles of marching, inspections of troops. He rarely thought about the mundane details of that life, but now, hiking towards this battlefield, the memories comforted him. This fight was the first of his life where he hadn’t drawn his sword and engaged the enemy personally, and part of him felt cowardly for staying back like the lazy generals he had always despised. But another part of him, the part that recognized he was too old to fight in these conditions, accepted that his role was to lead the elves and devise their strategies. There was no shame in an old man letting the younger ones draw their blades, he told himself. 
 
    They reached the location where the archers had first positioned themselves, and the ground was littered with hundreds of dead humans, their bodies strewn about in awkward positions and their blood dyeing the snow crimson. Fresh powder was already beginning to cover the broken bodies and dropped weapons. Crushaw scanned the scene and noticed only a few dozen fallen elves, and the ratio pleased him. He instructed Sylva to send a team back to this location to gather all the weapons still usable and to remove the dead elves and search for any still living. Then, he knelt at the body of a man nearly his size and removed his cloak. 
 
    “He won’t need this anymore,” Crushaw muttered, rising and fastening the clasp around his neck. “Let’s get to the front.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You are reckless,” Vishghu’s mother seethed. “You had no authority to charge their lines.” 
 
    “Someone had to act.” 
 
    “Do not speak to me in that manner.” 
 
    “I did what needed to be done, what you should have done yourself.” 
 
    “I should send you home and lock you in chains.” 
 
    “My actions broke their position. I did the right thing, whether you want to admit it or not.” 
 
    “Matriarch, please excuse the interruption,” an ogre younger than Vishghu said. “You are needed over here.” 
 
    “Can it wait?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Evil Blade seeks an audience with the matriarchs.” 
 
    “Tell them I will be right there,” the matriarch said to the messenger. Then, she returned her gaze to Vishghu and growled, “We will finish this later.” 
 
    Gritting her teeth, Vishghu trailed behind her mother to the meeting spot. The heavy snows had let up, and only sporadic flakes swirled in the air, but the clouds still hung low and gray and menacing. Ahead of them, the other matriarchs stood on one side, clubs grasped firmly and feet set in aggressive stances, and a line of elves stood on the other, their hands on sword grips, prepared to draw. A couple of steps in front of the elves, Crushaw stood alone, his hands at his sides with palms facing the ogres and his eyes cast downward. To Vishghu, even in this passive stance, he loomed as the most fearsome figure in the crowd. As her mother stepped forward from the other matriarchs, Crushaw knelt before her and bowed his head. 
 
    “I await your punishment for leaving my place of exile,” he said, his voice loud enough for all to hear. 
 
    “While you did disobey the terms of Roskin’s proxy twice, you did so for the benefit of others. Therefore, it would be unjust for me to punish you, especially when we ogres are the benefactors of this most recent defiance. As such, I pardon both offenses.” 
 
    “Milady is both wise and gracious,” Crushaw returned, still bowing his head. “Your sagacious leadership must have ordered that pivotal charge against the Great Empire. You have my admiration for your battle instincts.” 
 
    “The ogres only share in today’s glory,” the matriarch replied, turning to face the other ogres. “Crushaw is the one who planned this attack and led this army of elves to carry it out. He who was once the bane of ogres is now the bane of Vassa.” 
 
    The matriarchs gasped audibly and looked back and forth at each other, trying to wrap their minds around what they had just heard. As they whispered to each other, they relaxed their stances and lowered their clubs. Vishghu’s mother cleared her throat and regained their attention: 
 
    “I hereby propose that from this day forth, the human Crushaw, known to all as Evil Blade, should be deemed an ally to our cause. All warrants and bounties concerning him should be nullified at once.” 
 
    “I second that,” another matriarch called. 
 
    “Here, here,” several called out. 
 
    “Any objections?” Vishghu’s mother asked. None spoke aloud, so she turned back to Crushaw, who still knelt in the snow. “Rise, General, and inform us of the battle.” 
 
    “My deepest gratitude,” he replied, struggling to his feet after kneeling for so long. He groaned audibly and favored his bad ankle. Vishghu had never before seen him wince like that. Composing himself, he addressed the crowd in an authoritative voice: “We dealt them a heavy blow. Weakening their force by roughly ten percent fighting capacity. General Strauteefe has retreated south, taking position just beyond the town. He’s assembling into a defensive formation to await our advance. 
 
    “If we split our force, we can use the town and the mountains to reduce his mobility. I propose that the matriarchs take up position on the western side of town to prevent him from pushing back to this location. The elves will approach from the eastern side of town and meet him head on. His only open path will be south.” 
 
    “What will be our signal to attack?” Vishghu’s mother asked. 
 
    “I respectfully request that the matriarchs do not engage during this segment of the battle. I intend to shred his force with my archers, and you would be in the line of fire if you attack. All you must do is prevent him from advancing north should he attempt a charge in your direction.” 
 
    “So you can claim all the glory?” one of matriarchs asked. 
 
    “Milady,” Crushaw responded, turning in her direction and bowing his head. “I care nothing for glory or honor. As a token of my sincerity, please claim the enemy’s siege weapons and anything else of value as your spoils. I merely intend to keep you out of harm’s way.” 
 
    “We will accept,” Vishghu’s mother interjected before anyone else could speak. “Your stratagems are beyond reproach.” 
 
    “I do have a request,” Crushaw responded. “If they do make a desperate charge, I want General Strauteefe captured alive.” 
 
    “Consider it done,” Vishghu’s mother said, nodding to him. 
 
    “Good,” Crushaw said. “Let’s finish this battle and celebrate with a feast tonight.” 
 
    “Mother,” Vishghu spoke. “May I accompany the general? I wish to observe his command.” 
 
    “You wish to delay our conversation,” her mother huffed. 
 
    “It would behoove both sides for an ogre delegate to observe our ranks,” Crushaw said. “And Vishghu is a trustworthy one, for all involved.” 
 
    “So be it,” her mother replied, nodding at Crushaw and motioning for Vishghu to join him. 
 
    “If I may make one last request before we resume this fight,” Crushaw said. 
 
    The matriarchs murmured for him to continue. 
 
    “Take good care of those siege weapons. You can use them against your enemy’s outpost one day.” 
 
    With that, he turned and strode away from the meeting, and Vishghu hurried to his side. 
 
    “I need to fetch my buffalo,” she said. “I’ll catch up shortly.” 
 
    “Make haste,” he grinned. “We have an enemy to subdue.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    From his vantage point on the hill, Strauteefe watched in disbelief as the elves, still nearly ten thousand strong, marched towards his position. No elven army had left the Koorleine Forest for many years and certainly not one this large. The elves stopped a couple hundred yards from his front, just out of reach of his crossbows, and fell into highly disciplined formations. During his time at the academy, he had studied much about the Loorish Wars and the Koorleine Subjugation, and never once had any general described their military formations as precise or efficient. Most spoke of their lack of formality, which often made attacking them with conventional tactics somewhat cumbersome. However, these elves looked as if they themselves had just graduated from the academy. 
 
    Before he could ponder that thought any further, a Loorish elf rode forward on a horse, stopping halfway between the two lines. General Strauteefe had never seen an elf so close up before, not even one of the slaves held in the capital, and for a heartbeat, he was stunned by the sharpness of the wood-brain’s features. Its long hair, black with streaks of white, caught in the wind and added to the elf’s wildness. From horseback, the wood-brain drew its sword and pointed the blade at the general. 
 
    “Surrender this force,” the elf called across the distance. “And we’ll spare your lives to return east. Refuse, and the hillside will be red with your blood by tonight.” 
 
    “Tell me, elf,” Strauteefe sneered back. “Why should I surrender when I hold the higher ground?” 
 
    “Because our longbows have more reach. Because we outnumber you. Because the ogre cavalry just off your flank can charge at any time,” the elf replied in a matter-of-fact tone. 
 
    “My men here would never forgive me if I robbed them of the opportunity to fight your kind, so regretfully, I shall have to decline this offer. Prepare for battle.” 
 
    Without responding further, the elf heeled his mount and returned to his formation. Moments after he disappeared into the throng, a volley of arrows let fly across the span. Strauteefe’s aides quickly covered him and his horse with shields, but the arrows were focused on each flank. Dozens of his men called out in agony as the missiles pierced armor and flesh, and briefly both flanks rippled with chaos as the wounded and dead were moved to the rear. But the men’s discipline and training quickly reformed the ranks, and the soldiers shouted insults at the elves. 
 
    As soon as the flanks had regrouped, another volley filled the air and cut down dozens more of his soldiers. The general realized he couldn’t sit idly and allow them to thin his ranks for long, so he called to his major to send forth four infantry and two crossbow companies to test the elves’ resolve. At the order, cheers erupted from the human lines, and within minutes, the companies marched forward. On clear and open ground, the tactic might have dented the elven lines, given the Great Empire’s superior armor and swords, but on a hillside knee-deep in snow, the move backfired instantly. The heavily armored soldiers trudged forward slowly, some slipping and falling on the treacherous terrain, and the elven archers fired volley after volley as they approached. 
 
    By the time the crossbows reached firing range, over half of the infantry companies had been wounded or killed, and the elven infantry charged forward to meet the rest. Strauteefe watched in horror as the elves rapidly cut down his swordsmen. Again, during his studies, he had never heard mention of the elves having exceptional swordplay, but these used their blades with a lethal efficiency Strauteefe had not witnessed in many years. Quickly, he called for the drums to sound retreat. 
 
    “Curse this snow!” he screamed, shaking a fist at the clouds. 
 
    “Sir, should we fall back again?” a major asked. 
 
    “Another retreat?” Strauteefe yelled. “Absolutely not! Implore your captains to rally their troops. We must hold this spot.” 
 
    “Their bows have too much range, sir,” the major replied, waving wildly towards the elves. 
 
    “They’ll run out of arrows soon enough, and when they do, they will have to come to us,” Strauteefe responded. “Then, we’ll see how much grit they really have. Now, implore your captains to rally their men.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Captain Polmere reached down and scooped up a handful of snow. He nibbled at it as he trudged forward, exhausted from the two weeks of forced march across the mountains and now the foothills. Of the thousand men with which he had left the Snivegohn Valley, only seven hundred or so remained. The rest had succumbed to exhaustion and had collapsed to await capture by the Tredjards that pursued them. His force which continued forward had barely slept more than a couple of hours a night, and their meager rations, just what the men had happened to have on them when the battle had erupted, were long exhausted. The captain knew they could not struggle forward much longer, but he lifted one foot and then the other and let the snow melt in his mouth. 
 
    On the horizon, atop the hill opposite him, he spotted the banners of General Strauteefe’s forces, and though his heart leapt at the sight, his body was too fatigued to express joy. Instead, he nudged the sergeant beside him and pointed. The sergeant nodded his comprehension, his eyes brightening at the knowledge that their anguish would soon end. He turned and hoarsely conveyed the news to the line behind him. Word quickly passed through the ranks, but like the captain, all were too tired, too hungry, and too thirsty to express any joy. Captain Polmere simply slogged ahead, imagining the hot meal he would soon enjoy. 
 
    As they neared the formation, hundreds of wounded soldiers came into view, and the captain was shocked by the scene. He knew from briefings that General Strauteefe had a force of ten thousand men to take the eastern gate, but here on this hillside, at least a quarter of them were either too badly injured to fight or dying or already dead. This location was much too far south for the dwarven gate, so he couldn’t fathom what force had delivered such casualties. Struggling up the rise, he located the nearest healer and hailed him. 
 
    “Captain, if your men can fight, send them to the front. If not, they’ll have to wait for triage.” 
 
    “Food and water,” Polmere croaked, trying not to collapse. 
 
    “Camp them over there,” the healer huffed, motioning to an area at the bottom of the hill. “You’ll have to light your own fires.” 
 
    “The General?” 
 
    “Up there,” he said, pointing to the hill’s crest. Then, the healer knelt beside a man with an arrow lodged in his neck. 
 
    Captain Polmere instructed his sergeant to get the men settled and start fires. He would report to General Strauteefe before joining them. The sergeant saluted and hoarsely called for the soldiers to follow him. The captain climbed the hill, weaving between scores of wounded men. Some called out to him for help as he neared; others lay silent, their dim eyes staring into the distance. Though he had fought in several engagements and had witnessed firsthand the savagery of the ambush in the Snivegohn Valley, he had never before walked among so many casualties. Perhaps fatigue had lowered his disciplined threshold, or maybe the shock of seeing so many wounded seeped into his heart, but the scene scarred him deeply. He wasn’t certain which hurt worse, the cries of the men for help or the silent stares, but both brought tears to his eyes. As an officer, he was disgusted with himself for allowing his emotions to best him. Nonetheless, the dampness welled and trickled down his wind- and sun-burned cheeks. 
 
    When he reached the crest, his sadness dissolved into shock as the battlefield came into view. The slope between the two forces had been churned into a sodden muck of blood and slush. Hundreds of human bodies were strewn on the ground in various poses of collapse, the majority felled by arrows. General Strauteefe’s force had barely four thousand soldiers still capable of fighting, but down the hill, by Polmere’s best estimate, the elves had at least nine or ten thousand troops. Even at a glance, the captain could see the battle was hopeless. When he reached the general’s location, he announced himself to an aide, who nodded for him to approach Strauteefe. 
 
    “I hope you’ve brought reinforcements,” the general sighed, his voice small and desperate. 
 
    “My men are in no shape to fight,” Polmere replied, his own voice cracking from his parched throat. “We were routed from the Snivegohn Valley. We’ve marched day and night to reach safety.” 
 
    “Routed?” Strauteefe gasped. “That’s impossible.” 
 
    “We were ambushed on three fronts, almost as if they expected us.” 
 
    “We were ambushed, too,” the general said, his arm sweeping across the scope of the battlefield. “Can we retreat the way you came and regroup?” 
 
    “No sir,” the captain responded, locking eyes with the general. “A host of thousands of Tredjards pursue us.” 
 
    “We’ve planned this offensive for a couple of years,” Strauteefe muttered, more to himself than to Polmere. “How were we so utterly outmaneuvered?” 
 
    “Somehow, they anticipated not only the attacks but also our force sizes. It’s uncanny.” 
 
    “Instruct me, Captain,” Strauteefe said, fidgeting with his gloves. “Every decision I’ve made today has been wrong. Should we retreat south and send runners for reinforcements, or do we surrender and face our fates?” 
 
    “Honestly, sir?” 
 
    “Exclusively so. No need for false decorum now.” 
 
    Polmere gazed out at the host of elves. Under different circumstances, he might have felt differently, but with his toes on the verge of frostbite, his stomach gurgling for food, and his emotions frayed from all he had witnessed, he couldn’t imagine walking one more mile. 
 
    “We are in no shape to retreat, it seems, and there will be few reinforcements to be found to the south. Nearly every outpost was left with skeleton crews for the push into the valley. I see no viable option save surrender.” 
 
    The general’s chin sagged to his chest at the words and he heaved a deep sigh. After a moment’s thought, he raised his head and spoke: 
 
    “Captain, return to your men. I will beseech our enemy to punish me in lieu of the rest. Your reputation had reached me before today, and I had always hoped we would fight together some day. Unfortunately, that is not to be. I do ask one favor.” 
 
    “Anything sir.” 
 
    “If you deliver a debriefing on these events, please don’t be too scathing of my failures. My family doesn’t deserve humiliation for my shortcomings.” 
 
    “General, if I have the opportunity, I will report that you conducted yourself with the utmost of courage and honor, even at the bitter end.” 
 
    Strauteefe glanced down at the captain and nodded his thanks before motioning that Polmere was dismissed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After instructing his aides to inform all officers of the intention to surrender, General Strauteefe rode alone down the slope to the front. As he went, dozens of platoons called out that they wanted to keep fighting to the last man, but he ignored them, holding his head erect and his chin high to show them he was still in charge. At the front, he rode halfway between the two lines, much as the elf had done earlier, and called for the leader to come forth. 
 
    In unison, the elves lowered their weapons and assumed at-ease postures. As a lifelong officer, Strauteefe marveled at their uniformity of motion and strict discipline. Even though the defeat weighed heavily on his heart, he respected and admired the leader who had forged them into such a formidable army. Under different circumstances, he would have liked to have sat with the person and learned where and how they had developed such military acumen. 
 
    The elven line parted, and an ogre emerged from the ranks mounted on a shaggy buffalo. Nearly his entire military life had spent at war with the ogres, but never before had he witnessed such a commanding figure from one. Every motion of how she carried herself in the saddle spoke of not only a fierce and skilled warrior but also of a competent and commanding leader. For a moment, he believed that she had led these soldiers into battle and had devised these tactics, and in his mind, he was beginning to form the words he would utter to request the surrender. 
 
    But once she cleared the front line, she moved to his left, and the second rider came into view. Had one of the legendary dog-beasts of the eastern mountains or perhaps a misty apparition of the western range emerged from the crowd, he might have been more surprised. At first, he believed his eyes were fooling him, so he stared intently at the man’s features. His hair had more gray and more length, and more wrinkles had creased his face, but there was no doubt that Crushaw rode out to accept his surrender. 
 
    Ever since the day at the palace when Vassa had ordered the old man beheaded and Strauteefe among others had begged for his life, the younger general had heard frequent rumors of his mentor’s whereabouts. Some said he roamed the plains, begging for food from caravans. Others claimed he had died among the dwarves. Still more purported that he had taken a dwarven wife. The one constant was that Crushaw’s mind was gone, and what remained was an empty shell of the once revered leader. Now, seeing the old man riding towards him, obviously the architect of the elven army and this ambush, part of Strauteefe was glad the rumors were false, despite the sting of defeat. 
 
    “My dear friend,” Strauteefe muttered. “I wish I could say I’m happy to see you.” 
 
    “Funny how life has brought together again, eh my friend?” 
 
    “Though I’m glad to see you well, for my men’s sake, I wish you were somewhere else.” 
 
    “My apologies for those who died today. I know your grief.” 
 
    “Enough with the pleasantries,” Strauteefe said, lowering his eyes. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    The younger general dismounted and walked to Crushaw’s right side. Behind him, soldiers called for him not to relent, but he blocked them from his mind. Drawing his sword and kneeling at Crushaw’s right heel, Strauteefe bowed his head as he offered the pommel of his weapon to the victor. 
 
    “I offer you my life in hopes my men be spared,” he said, his voice quivering at the end. 
 
    “Such a fine blade,” Crushaw returned, testing the balance. “Much nicer than I ever received from Vassa.” 
 
    “Forged by dwarves,” Strauteefe offered, glancing up. 
 
    “Exquisite,” Crushaw whispered, running a finger along a fuller. 
 
    “Red, I mean General, are my terms satisfactory?” 
 
    “How’s that?” Crushaw asked as if returning from a distant memory. 
 
    “My life in place of my men’s.” 
 
    “Old friend, there has been enough death today. My terms for your surrender are simple: first, turn over all of your weapons; second, leave these lands and never venture farther west than Black Rock Fortress; and finally, deliver a message to your Emperor for me.” 
 
    “A message?” 
 
    “Yes, tell her that these lands are no longer her concern. Everything west of Black Rock has been returned to the elves and dwarves. Can you deliver that message for me?” 
 
    “You know she will not accept that.” 
 
    “And tell her I also said that this defeat is merely a taste of the death and destruction I will inflict upon her armies if they return to these lands. Can you accept my terms, old friend?” 
 
    “I will deliver your message,” Strauteefe replied. “But we both know she will send more troops to avenge this defeat.” 
 
    “That’s true enough,” Crushaw said, nodding. “Now, if you please, return to your men and disarm them. Do you have enough food to feed them tonight?” 
 
    “I believe so,” the younger general responded, rising to his feet. 
 
    “We will march east at first light. Any too wounded to travel will be cared for by a team I’ll leave here personally. You have my word that none will be mistreated.” 
 
    “I’m grateful for their lives,” Strauteefe said, returning to his horse. “They are good soldiers.” 
 
    With that, Strauteefe took his horse’s bridle and turned back up the hill. The walk would do him well, no further than it was, and he wanted to address his men personally, even if he had to go platoon to platoon to relay his commands. They wouldn’t appreciate the necessity of surrender right away, but once they reached Black Rock and he could commandeer some battalions of longbows and heavy cavalry, they would relish the opportunity to return and eviscerate these elves. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Crushaw sat with Vishghu and Sylva at the rear of the elven army. His wounded were being tended to and word had been sent to the matriarchs for them to join him at this spot to discuss the relocation of the soldiers. The ogres would want them executed, of course, but Crushaw couldn’t allow that to happen. He needed them to gossip with the soldiers who would return for revenge, for he wanted those troops already scared of his army before the next battle had even begun. While this victory was important, he knew that the next battle would be the one to settle the fate of the western lands. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    A Warrior’s Mission 
 
      
 
    Molgheon knelt by the river’s edge and dipped a hand into the rippling waters. After a couple of heartbeats, she removed her fingers and wiped them on her tunic. The water was frigid, not much above freezing, and she wasn’t sure she could stay in it long enough to reach the bridge. During the Resistance, she had endured much worse than these waters, but that was in her youth when her body’s resiliency made her feel as if she could bear any hardship. Now, it reminded her daily those days were long over. Still, from previous experience and from her current reconnaissance, this river was the easiest way to sneak into Sturdeon undetected, and she was certain that Torkdohn was inside the city. 
 
    She slipped her tunic over her head and shivered as the winter air touched her bare skin. Quickly, she strapped her quiver around her shoulder and positioned it so that the arrows were just below her chin. Then, she pulled the tunic back on to cover the arrows and keep them from washing away in the current. After testing and adjusting the quiver a couple of times, she finally found a position that was both tolerable and functional. She double-checked the pack on her hip, making sure it was latched and secured to her waist. Finally, she strapped her bow across her back and picked up the piece of dried reed she had found along the bank. 
 
    Taking a deep breath and gritting her teeth, she stepped into the icy water. 
 
    It took everything she had not to cry out at the sharpness, but using all of her training, she blocked out the discomfort and waded deeper. Luckily, the current this time of year was fairly weak, so she was able to move easily along the bed, barely slipping on the slick stones as she plodded forward. As she neared the center, the water deepened, and she put the reed in her mouth and submerged completely. As the pain from the freezing water increased, she focused more on her breathing and continued moving with the current towards torchlight on the bridge. Fragments of thoughts raced through her mind – unwanted memories and long-abandoned dreams. She forced these from her mind and increased her focus on blocking out the pain. 
 
    After what felt like an immeasurable eternity, she reached the footings of the bridge and waded to the far bank. Lowering onto her hands and knees, she crawled onto the dry gravel, shivering so hard she was certain the guards could hear it. Above her, however, the sounds of footsteps on the wooden bridge drowned out her noises. After resting for a few moments, she staggered to her feet and trudged to the storm drain in the stone wall. From the outside, the drain appeared to be a solid work of iron bolted into the stone itself, but during the early days of the Resistance, master smiths had forged this ingenious doorway. She felt along the inside to the right until she found the handle. It gave effortlessly, somewhat to her surprise, and she leaned against the wall, waiting for a wagon or something similar to cross the bridge and cover the sounds of the iron hinges opening. 
 
    The wind picked up, and as it struck her wet clothes, she had to grind her teeth to keep from calling out from the pain. She needed inside the tunnels, where maybe she could find warmth. Luckily, the wind died back down after a few heartbeats, and she huddled against stone wall, making herself as small as possible. Finally, a wagon started onto the bridge and was stopped to be searched by the guards. She listened intently as the guards questioned the driver, who seemed to haul lumber for the blacksmiths from what she could gather of the conversation. At last, the guards were satisfied with the contents, and the wagon resumed across the path. Molgheon swung the iron grate open just enough for her to squeeze inside and closed it behind her. To her surprise, the hinges made no sound, as if they were oiled regularly. For a moment, she paused at the entrance, unsure of the safety, but her need for warmth outweighed her concerns, so she continued deeper into the tunnel. 
 
    During the Resistance, when soldiers often needed to sneak in and out of the city, small way stations had been created at various intersections. All manner of goods had been left for them from weapons to blankets to provisions, and while she was certain that most everything had either been scavenged or gone to rot over the years, she was hopeful of maybe finding an old lantern that she could use for at least a little warmth. 
 
    Quickly, the tunnel turned pitch black, and she felt along the wall to guide her. She couldn’t remember how long it had been since she had been here, at least twenty years, probably more, but she was surprised at how well she remembered the path -- forward for fifty steps to a tee split, turn right, ten more steps, and then left. As she stepped around the left hand turn, she stopped in her tracks, for ahead down the straight section of tunnel were several torch lights. At that distance, she couldn’t tell if the figures huddled together were dwarven or human, but she knew she couldn’t leave the way she had come. She simply wouldn’t survive the river again, so she leaned against the wall and wrapped her arms around her torso for warmth. 
 
    Her shivering continued, however, and she knew she needed heat or dry clothing soon. As she leaned against the wall, she realized how hungry she had become, for she hadn’t eaten since around noon. The afternoon and evening had been spent scouting the city’s outskirts, and once she had made the decision to cross the river, she had simply forgotten to eat. Now, her stomach burned for food. She also noticed that her breathing had increased slightly, and she was dizzy. Most likely from hunger, she thought. 
 
    As she leaned against the wall, the pressure of the quiver against her chest became quite uncomfortable, so she quietly knelt, removed her bow, and slipped the tunic over her head. Without the wet tunic, the air in the tunnel didn’t feel quite so cold, and for a moment, she considered leaving it off for a little while. She unstrapped the quiver and placed it on the floor beside the bow. Using both hands, she wrung out her tunic as best she could before slipping it back on. The cold fabric clung to her skin, and her breathing seemed unusually rapid to her. 
 
    Thinking food might warm her, she moved her pouch from her hip to her lap and felt inside until she found a piece of rabbit she had saved from the previous night’s supper. She had wrapped it in dried leaves to keep it overnight, but the water had turned them soggy. In the darkness, she couldn’t see well enough to pick all the wet bits of leaf off the meat, but she was too hungry to care. Within moments, she had gobbled down all of it and had licked the juices from her fingers. Even after eating, however, she still shivered uncontrollably. 
 
    Down the tunnel, the torches hadn’t changed position, and the voices of those huddled around were too faint for her to gauge how much longer they would remain. She leaned her head against the wall and closed her eyes. After eating, she had suddenly become quite sleepy, and it was all she could do to stay awake. She noticed as she leaned against the wall that the shivering had lessened considerably, and she no longer felt quite so cold. She opened her eyes and glanced at the torches. She couldn’t remember why she didn’t want to approach them. Was she waiting for someone? She couldn’t remember that either. She rubbed her eyes and tried to focus, but none of her thoughts made any sense. An unspeakable fear overcame her, and she needed to get out of the tunnel immediately. 
 
    She tried to stand, but her legs felt as if they were far away from her body, too far to obey her commands. She steadied herself with her hands and tried again, but this time she fell face first onto the damp floor, an audible grunt escaping as she struck. Down the tunnel, the voices suddenly went silent, and Molgheon knew she needed to do something, but she simply couldn’t remember what. She rolled onto her back, aware that footsteps approached her, but she couldn’t figure out how to stand up. The torchlight grew brighter and brighter, the dancing flames making strange shadows all around, and suddenly there were faces staring down at her. 
 
    “Who are you?” one of the strangers asked, leaning down to her. His breath stank of onions. 
 
    She tried to respond, but the words wouldn’t come to her. 
 
    “She’s freezing,” another voice said. “She came from the river.” 
 
    “The river?” the third voice asked, incredulous. “Impossible.” 
 
    “Look at how wet she is,” the first voice said. 
 
    “She’s armed,” a fourth voice said. “Here’s her bow and quiver.” 
 
    Molgheon struggled to lunge towards the fourth voice, but several hands pinned her to the ground. 
 
    “Let’s get her out of here,” the second voice suggested. 
 
    “Agreed. Before we attract visitors,” a fifth voice said. 
 
    Within heartbeats, her hands and feet were bound, and she was hefted from the ground by the group. She managed to stay conscious for several steps as they went deeper into the tunnel, but the overwhelming fatigue was too much. She drifted in and out of sleep, sometimes aware of voices, others times not, and as they traversed deeper under the city, she slipped completely out of consciousness, lost to the darkness. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Molgheon awoke in a warm bed covered with thick quilts. She attempted to sit up, but her hands and feet were still bound, and the bindings at her feet were attached to the lower end of the bed. She pushed down the quilt and noticed that she wore strange clothes. Her eyes darted around the room as she oriented herself to this new environment. Across the room, a fire blazed in the fireplace, the lapping flames telling her that someone had tended it recently. Her old clothes hung on a wooden rack near the fire, but she didn’t see her bow, quiver, or pack. Along the wall parallel to the bed, there was a small table and two wooden chairs, and other than that, no decorations at all. Beside the bed, the window had been covered by another thick quilt. 
 
    She lay back in the bed and began contorting her wrists against the bindings, trying to work them loose. She kept her eyes on the slit of light beneath the door, alert for any footfalls approaching. She remembered being in the tunnel and seeing the torches, but after that, her memory became a blur of disconnected images. She thought the people who had bound her were Ghaldeons, but she couldn’t remember their images clearly enough to be certain. Her wrists began to ache from the struggle, and the bindings were no looser than when she began, so she stopped to rest. Shadows disrupted the slit of light, and the handle began to turn. Slowly, the door opened, and a gray-haired female Ghaldeon peered into the room. 
 
    “Seems you’re awake,” the lady said, opening the door fully. 
 
    Molgheon remained silent and still, wary of the stranger. 
 
    “My apologies for the ropes,” the lady continued. “The guys are a bit skittish with new folks. Not that anyone can blame them with the state of the world. Are you hungry?” 
 
    Molgheon pursed her lips and refused to admit that she was famished. 
 
    “Well, I’m sure you are after as cold as you got. You were half froze when they brought you to me. Lucky they found you before the meeting broke up or you wouldn’t have made it, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    “You do have a voice. That’s much better,” the lady said, pulling out one of the chairs and sitting at the table. “You’re in my home, safe for the time being. And after I determine if you’re friend or foe, I’ll decide how much more you’ll know about where we are.” 
 
    “And how will I know if you’re a friend or foe?” Molgheon asked. 
 
    “That’s the rub, dear. It’s hard to tell these days, isn’t it? But let’s start with what I already know. For starters, you knew about the tunnels, which along with your age tells me you are probably a daughter of the Resistance. That’s in your favor. Second, you braved those icy waters, so you needed in this city desperately, which means you are either being hunted or are hunting someone. And finally, those scars on your cheeks are fairly fresh, not from the war, so whatever chases you or you chase is personal, deeply so.” 
 
    Molgheon swallowed hard. Despite herself, she liked this old dwarf who had probably served as a healer or a cook during the Resistance. The city had been full of homes that supported the soldiers in various roles, and more than once, Molgheon had eaten her first meal in days because of someone from the inside, as they called it. 
 
    “Now, what makes me wary,” the lady continued. “Are you still a daughter or are you one of those dwarves who has forsaken her kin for the sake of favor among the humans? Maybe those scars are someone’s warning that you aren’t to be trusted.” 
 
    As she spoke those words, the old Ghaldeon’s eyes narrowed with the anger of past betrayals, and her voice grew as sharp as the winter winds. 
 
    Despite herself, Molgheon began talking. She told the old dwarf about her role in the war, the covert missions behind the lines, the weeks of living off the lands, the death of her husband, the long and arduous trek to Murkdolm after the fighting began. She skipped over some details of that trip, unable to relive them even after all these years. She told of her tavern, of Red, of the taxes, of the regulars like Grussard who gathered there to plot against the Great Empire. Before she reached the night when Roskin arrived, her throat became dry, and her voice began scratching and fading. 
 
    She asked for some water, and the old lady’s face contorted into a look of embarrassment for not offering Molgheon some sooner. The lady excused herself and left the room. She returned a few moments later with a metal cup, a ceramic pitcher, and a carving knife that even from across the room appeared honed to a lethal edge. She placed the cup and pitcher on the table and approached the bed. 
 
    “We don’t need these ropes, I’m quite certain,” she said, slipping the knife between Molgheon’s wrists, the blade pointing up to the ropes. “But my fingers are too old and stiff to untie them.” 
 
    “Does this mean we are not foes?” Molgheon asked, chuckling at the absurdity of the question. 
 
    “We are as close as kin, my dear.” 
 
    Once the bindings slipped away, Molgheon began rubbing her wrists for circulation. Before the old lady could cut the ropes at her feet, Molgheon stopped her and explained that she could untie them, that there was no sense wasting good rope. The lady smiled, set the knife on the table, and began pouring a cup of water for her guest while Molgheon undid the knots around her ankles. After Molgheon was free, she rose from the bed and paced about the room a few times to loosen up her legs from the confinement. Once she felt better, she sat in the other chair and took a long, slow drink of water. The cool sensation stretched from her throat to her belly, and instinctively, she made an audible sigh at the relief of thirst. 
 
    She resumed her story, picking up with the night Roskin arrived and the chaos that ensued. She paused occasionally for sips of water, but continued, telling of the escape to Rugraknere, of Roskin’s and Bordorn’s injuries, and the time spent healing. She told of Roskin’s and Red’s escape, and of the white-bearded outcast with a chest like an iron stove and a silent rage smoldering in his eyes. Molgheon had instantly recognized him as a warrior as formidable as Red, even if the dwarf didn’t yet know it himself. 
 
    She told of following the slave trader across the plains to Black Rock Fortress and of Roskin’s capture. She recalled finding Red at Kwarck’s and setting out for the slave trading block with he and Vishghu. Throughout her tale, the lady didn’t interrupt her once, focusing intently of each word and nodding to show she understood. Molgheon spoke of crossing the wilds and finding the plantation. She described the battle to free the slaves and then the subsequent plantations they liberated on their way east. 
 
    She described the Battle of Hard Hope and the heroism of the freed slaves, and the old lady smiled, her eyes twinkling at the mention of overthrowing cruel masters. Molgheon described the Marshwoggs, their civilization of self-sufficiency and self-governance with no monarch to rule them. For the first time, the old dwarf stopped her and pressed for more details. How did they maintain law and peace without a ruler? Molgheon described how each individual shared in the responsibilities of their communities, and they worked out matters of law through thoughtful deliberation. The lady pondered for a moment, her expression distant and deep in thought. Then, she urged the younger dwarf to continue. 
 
    Molgheon told of returning west and of finding herself back in the logging town to rescue Bordorn. She spoke of being captured by the slave trader and of being displayed in the cage as a trap for Roskin. She described the flight south, her escape from the cage, and the arrival of Leinjar to stop her from drowning Torkdohn and his sniveling companion. She explained the trek through the mountains, and of stopping at Bressard’s home to hide from patrolling soldiers. At the mention of his name, the old lady smiled and interrupted for the second time. 
 
    “So the old hermit still assists travelers on the mountain?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid not, ma’am,” Molgheon replied, reaching over and touching her aged hands. “He left us a couple months back.” 
 
    “We all must take the final sleep, but he lived the finest life.” 
 
    “I was with him,” Molgheon said, her voice soft. “He went peacefully.” 
 
    “I saw his place once,” the lady said, smiling at the memory. “I was much younger, of course. Before the invasion. We were traveling to the Snivegohn Valley for a festival, and my uncle knew him. I always admired his home, and the way he tended it. It’s a real shame it will probably go to rot.” 
 
    “He asked me to look after it,” Molgheon declared. 
 
    “Then, why are you here? You should be on the mountain.” 
 
    Molgheon leaned back in her seat, the memory of what Torkdohn had done still too fresh and vivid. She reached up and traced the scar on her right cheek with her fingers. 
 
    “Tell me, dear.” 
 
    “We had to deliver the slave trader to the Kiredurks, but when we reached the gate, I returned to Bressard to care for him through the winter. There was an earthquake, and somehow Torkdohn escaped. He followed me back to the house and ambushed me.” 
 
    “So did Bressard pass away before or after?” 
 
    “Before. He was spared that trauma, and for that, I’m grateful.” 
 
    “And you are here now for revenge, for the personal satisfaction of watching the traitor’s life drain from his eyes. You’ve tracked him here to Sturdeon.” 
 
    “Yes,” Molgheon said flatly. 
 
    The old lady rose from her seat and walked over to the window as if lost deep in thought. After a few heartbeats, she pulled up the blanket, flooding the room with daylight, and stared at the figures bustling by in the street. Molgheon remained seated, watching the old dwarf closely, unsure of what reaction might be about to occur. After several more heartbeats of staring at the city street, the lady turned back around, her eyes narrowed with anger as before and her voice just as cold: 
 
    “It’s settled, dear. We’ll help you find him and kill him.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    The Road to Sturdeon 
 
      
 
    Krondious listened to the horse’s hooves as they clomp-clomped on the hard-packed and dried dirt of the road. Beside him, Roskin seemed aloof and distracted, and Bordorn was deep into another story about some distant Ghaldeon king who had treated his subjects with love and consideration. Krondious barely listened to the tale. As much as he loved Bordorn, he couldn’t take yet another history lesson on the great and magnanimous Ghaldeons. The horse’s clomps were much more compelling at that moment. For the first time he could recall, he missed the forest in Rugraknere and the isolation it afforded. It wasn’t that he disliked either of his companions. On the contrary, they were his brothers, and he would lay down his life for either of them in an instant. But he was tired of conversation, tired of companionship, and tired of marching. 
 
    They had led the army of Ghaldeon volunteers into Murkdolm a week before and, finding only a smattering of humans defending the town, had easily liberated it. After much deliberation, an agreement was reached for the volunteers to remain in Murkdolm and hold the town while Roskin, Bordorn, and Krondious moved on to Sturdeon to see if they could compel more Ghaldeons to rise against the Great Empire and overthrow the conquerors. For his part, Krondious had voted against this plan. From the stories told, he had gleaned that the road was too full of humans, orcs, and traitorous Ghaldeons for them to reach Sturdeon safely, and once they did, their entrance into the city was not guaranteed. They would attempt to pass themselves off as laborers in search of work, but Krondious was skeptical at best. 
 
    He believed they should take the volunteers and strike north until they found the Tredjards. Aligned with that force, they could liberate as many towns as they wanted and perhaps march on Sturdeon itself. He couldn’t make much sense of attempting to rouse a new army when such a formidable group was so relatively close at hand. While he knew little of Tredjard culture, he did know – as all dwarves did – that they were the fiercest of warriors. However, Roskin and Bordorn saw things differently and believed that the Ghaldeons were crucial and could be galvanized into an effective army to dispel the Great Empire and end the nearly three decades of occupation. 
 
    As they had traveled south, the snows had thinned somewhat, but the air had remained cold and sharp, stinging his nose and burning his lungs as they marched step after step after step. So far, the few travelers they had met had been exclusively dwarves, and none had seemed even remotely interested in the trio. Still, however, they had hidden their weapons on the horse, arranging them so that they were within easy reach but covering them with packs and blankets to keep them concealed from curious eyes. With each wagon that met them headlong and with each lumbering team they passed, Krondious felt more and more as if their luck was about to dissolve into turmoil. 
 
    At midday, after they had passed an intersection with an old logging road that wound deep into the woods, Roskin called for them to halt and eat lunch. They found a clearing off the side of the main road and quickly bivouacked. The clearing, nestled behind a thick copse of acacias was far enough from the two roads to afford them privacy, yet close enough for them to still hear any wagons or horses that moved by. They were two full days’ march from Sturdeon, but enough smaller villages and individual cottages were near the road now that they risked a fire, hoping that any passersby would assume the smoke to be from a lumberjack’s cottage. They hadn’t eaten a warm meal since leaving Murkdolm, and all three dwarves were ready for something other than dried meats, cheeses, and nuts. As Krondious gathered more wood for the fire, Bordorn and Roskin quickly diced up the few vegetables they had brought, and soon, they had a stew bubbling over the flames. 
 
    Krondious found a level spot and seated himself on the nearly frozen ground. He stretched his legs out and felt the tension of the days of marching burn through his hamstrings, at once a painful and pleasurable sensation. The aroma of the simmering stew drifted to him, and his stomach growled in response. He was no stranger to roughing it, even during his logging days, but ever since they had rejoined with Roskin, the Kiredurk heir had driven them hard, as if trying to atone for the time wasted under the influence of Lorac. 
 
    Roskin had also grown somewhat morose and sullen, barely speaking except to issue orders and often having to be roused from deep within his own thoughts. Krondious worried that possibly the hold of the dark elf hadn’t fully dissipated, but whenever he asked directly, Roskin avoided the subject and muttered vague expressions that only heightened Krondious’s fears. Something was amiss, and all he could do was monitor the situation and react if anything unusual happened. More than the worry, though, Krondious disliked feeling left out of his friend’s trust. Perhaps he was merely overreacting or being too sensitive over the slight of being overruled in their plans, but Krondious didn’t think so. No, Roskin was not himself, and given all that had transpired, that was worrisome. 
 
    In the woods behind him, a noise roused Krondious from his reverie, and he bolted to his feet in an instant. Bordorn looked up from the stew he was stirring, but Roskin remained lost in his own thoughts. Krondious glanced at the horse, which grazed on tufts of yellowed grass that poked through the thin dusting of snow. He could get to his axe in four steps if needed, but if an archer let loose an arrow, he would never make it. He clenched his fists and returned his gaze towards the approaching sound from the forest. 
 
    After a few heartbeats of listening, Krondious decided that there were several figures heading towards their camp. Because they were coming from the forest and not the road, he was fairly certain they weren’t a group that had been following them, but still, he didn’t want any surprises. He stepped over to Bordorn and Roskin, motioned for the dwarves to follow him, and then crept to the horse. As quietly as he could he slid their swords from the scabbards and handed them over. Then, he pulled his axe from beneath a blanket and hefted it over his shoulder. 
 
    “What is it?” Roskin mouthed, no noise escaping his mouth. 
 
    “Not sure,” Krondious replied in the same manner. 
 
    He led them to the edge of the clearing in the direction from which the sounds came, and by now, Roskin and Bordorn could also hear the crunching of leaves and snapping of twigs growing closer. If those are soldiers, Krondious thought, they are the worst trained scouts ever. He hoisted his axe into striking position and prepared for whatever was about to emerge from the underbrush. Before anything appeared, however, a new sound reached his ears, causing him to furrow his brow in disbelief. 
 
    “That’s sounds like a child,” Bordorn said aloud, lowering his sword. 
 
    Krondious lowered his weapon as well, resting the axe’s great head on the ground and overlapping his hands on the tip of the haft. Roskin walked back to the horse and returned his sword to the scabbard before resuming his seat and stirring the stew. Krondious and Bordorn remained at the clearing’s edge, waiting for the strangers to appear from the woods. All at once, they stumbled forth, and sure enough, they were mere children. In the middle of the forest. In winter. Krondious was dumbfounded. The young dwarves froze in place at the sight of the two adults before them, and from behind, another voice called out: 
 
    “Why are we stopping, kiddos?” 
 
    “Strangers, Rhufedeon,” one of the children exclaimed, pointing at Krondious. 
 
    The one apparently named Rhufedeon appeared behind the children, and Krondious immediately pulled himself more erect in her presence. The first feature that struck him was her eyes, the largest, roundest, most beautiful eyes he had ever seen. Next, he noticed her smile, playful and mischievous but warm and sincere. Then, he saw her legs, one full and healthy and one missing just above the knee and tapering into a prosthetic. As dumbfounded as he had been by the thought of children wandering through the forest in winter, he was even more dumbstruck by the thought of a crippled dwarf hiking through the snow. 
 
    “Let me guess,” she said, her snarky tone evident. “You’ve never seen a one-legged dwarf shepherding children through the Sturdeon forest before?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I haven’t,” Krondious replied, matching her derisive pitch. 
 
    “Well, now you have, and I’m quite certain we belong here more than you.” 
 
    “We mean no disrespect,” Bordorn interjected, bowing his head as he spoke. 
 
    “I never said you did,” Rhufedeon returned, glancing in his direction. “And I never claimed to be disrespected. It seems we’ve caught each other unawares, that’s all.” 
 
    “I apologize for gawking at your leg,” Krondious offered, nodding slightly as he spoke. 
 
    “Everyone stares at my nub. I’m used to it.” 
 
    “I know the feeling,” Bordorn chuckled, holding up his left arm which was missing just below the elbow. Rhufedeon admired it for a moment but said nothing. 
 
    “I’m Krondious of the deep, and the one-armed jester is Bordorn. He’ll give you a nickname before you know it. The sullen one over there is Roskin. We’re just about to have some stew if you and the children are hungry.” 
 
    “We smelled it,” one of the kids replied. 
 
    “We couldn’t impose. There’s food aplenty waiting at home,” Rhufedeon said. “These kids always think they’re starving, but don’t let them con you. They eat more than their fair share, I can tell you.” 
 
    “Where did you get that axe?” another child asked. She was a wisp of a dwarf who looked as if the next stiff breeze might carry her off. 
 
    “Hush, Johlnere,” Rhufedeon scolded, reaching out and gently stroking the girl’s cheek as if to soften the chastening. “Mind your own business, now.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Krondious said, brandishing the axe for all the children to see. “A blacksmith made it special for me.” 
 
    “Are you a warrior?” Johlnere persisted. 
 
    “Oh child!” Rhufedeon exclaimed. “Hush, now!” 
 
    “No, um, no,” Krondious stammered, casting a nervous glance at Bordorn. What if these children belonged to traitorous dwarves? It wouldn’t do for the wrong ears to hear about three strange warriors heading for Sturdeon. “I’m just a lumberjack.” 
 
    “But he has a sword,” Johlnere said, pointing at Bordorn. “Only warriors carry swords.” 
 
    “Please, forgive her,” Rhufedeon pleaded, obviously now as wary of the trio as Krondious had suddenly grown of the children. “She’s just curious. Your business is your own. They’re just children, and I’m sorry we’ve disturbed you like this.” 
 
    Bordorn moved to the horse and returned his sword to its scabbard. 
 
    “It’s quite alright,” Krondious said, returning the axe to its resting position and once again crossing his hands on the haft. Something about Rhufedeon’s concern for the children put him at ease, and he knew beyond all certainty that these dwarves were no traitors. “You and the children are safe in our presence for as long as you like. Come on. Let’s all warm ourselves by the fire before we have to be on our way.” 
 
    Rhufedeon smiled, and for one moment, nothing else existed for Krondious, not the boy he had killed nor his exile nor the war now roiling all around them. Only that smile. After that moment passed, he realized he was staring with his mouth agape, and his cheeks flushed crimson. Bordorn snorted but called for the children to follow him, which left Krondious and Rhufedeon alone at the edge of the forest. 
 
    “Your friend seems good with kids,” Rhufedeon said. 
 
    “He’s a good fella,” Krondious replied, pulling together the twin braids of his beard and stroking them. 
 
    “What about the other one?” 
 
    “Oh, Roskin. Never mind him. He carries a lot on his shoulders, which makes him dour at times, but he’s the best of all of us.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Would you like some stew?” 
 
    “No thank you, but I wouldn’t mind resting my nub for a bit. Can we sit?” 
 
    “Of course,” Krondious said, looking over at the horse. He excused himself and trotted to the animal. He returned his axe to its hiding spot and retrieved the thickest blanket they had. Then, he hurried back to Rhufedeon. “The ground is nearly froze. This will help.” 
 
    He led her closer to the fire, where Bordorn was entertaining the children with a silly parable of a dog, a cat, and a bird inventing the game of hide and seek. The kids were enthralled by his voices and gestures, and even Roskin smiled as Bordorn imitated the dog searching for the cat. Krondious spread the blanket on the ground as close to the fire as they could get with the children crowded around it, and Rhufedeon lowered herself onto it with a grace that defied her lack of a limb. Krondious sat on the ground near her and fiddled with his twin braids. 
 
    “What happened with your leg?” he asked. 
 
    “I was being stupid, playing in an abandoned mine. There was a cave in.” 
 
    “You’re lucky.” 
 
    “Yes, I should have been killed, but here I am, taking full advantage of my second chance. That’s why I’ll traipse around after these children in the snow. I won’t let anything slow me down or stop me from living my life.” 
 
    Krondious nodded his understanding. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’ve ever seen a true white beard before,” Rhufedeon said after a brief pause. “At least not that I can remember. You said you’re from the deep?” 
 
    “That’s right. Pretty far from here.” 
 
    “I’m from just over there,” Rhufedeon said, pointing south. “A little village that’s only claim to fame is supplying Sturdeon with beef. I’ve read about the Kiredurk realm, though, and I’ve heard tales of the cave trolls in the deep.” 
 
    “Kronny killed one once,” Bordorn called out. 
 
    The children and Rhufedeon all stared at the white beard, expressions of disbelief and awe. 
 
    “It’s true,” Roskin said, uttering his first words since the trio had stopped for lunch. “Felled it with one blow.” 
 
    “You must be a warrior!” Johlnere exclaimed. 
 
    “He’s the finest warrior I know,” Roskin said, his voice clear and vibrant. All traces of his sullen aloofness vanished like a thin morning fog. All eyes were on him as he continued. “We are all three warriors, dwarves sworn to free our lands of tyrants and oppressors, and we march to Sturdeon to awaken the Ghaldeons to expel the Great Empire and reclaim their birthrights as free dwarves.” 
 
    Krondious stared at the Kiredurk heir with shock and disbelief racing through his mind. While he had decided that these children and Rhufedeon weren’t likely to betray them intentionally, that didn’t mean there weren’t others within earshot who might. To speak such bold words aloud this deep into occupied territory seemed reckless and foolish. Krondious had no idea how to take Roskin’s blunder, so he sat silently and listened to the children bombard Roskin and Bordorn with questions. After a few moments, Rhufedeon touched his hand and he jolted from his thoughts. 
 
    “You seem displeased,” she said, offering him that smile again. 
 
    “I, um, well you see...” He couldn’t find the words to explain to her his trepidation at Roskin’s bold proclamation. 
 
    “Your friend speaks wise words,” she stated, looking towards Sturdeon. “We are ripe for revolt. The city teems with the sons and daughters of the Resistance who want to rise up against the humans. It won’t take much to ignite the brushfire.” 
 
    “Even so, is it wise to speak aloud of such things?” 
 
    “You don’t strike me as the kind to be afraid of anything,” she responded. 
 
    “There’s a difference between being wary of real danger and being foolhardy.” 
 
    “That’s true. I’ll grant you that much.” 
 
    “I just, well,” Krondious dropped into a whisper and leaned closer to her. “I’m worried about Roskin. He seems distracted, and I’m afraid he’s not fully focused on the tasks at hand.” 
 
    “I see,” she replied, glancing at the heir and staring at him. A whole conversation was pressed into those two words. 
 
    “He’s a great leader,” Krondious continued. “A great warrior. The best, truly, but lately he’s not been himself, and I’m worried.” 
 
    “You surprise me,” Rhufedeon said, reaching out and brushing her fingertips across the back of his hand. “When I first saw you, I feared you were just some barbaric brute, but you’re quite keen, and it’s obvious you have deep love for your friends.” 
 
    “They gave me purpose. I owe them everything.” 
 
    “Hey Kronny,” Bordorn called out. “We need to eat and get moving soon. I hate to break up the moonlight serenade over there, but we’ve still got a ways to march.” 
 
    Krondious blushed and looked away, unsure of what to say to Rhufedeon now. He had never felt so transparent in his whole life. 
 
    “We should be going, too,” Rhufedeon said, rising from the blanket. “There are parents in the village who will be wanting these kiddos to help with chores soon.” 
 
    Krondious stood and glanced at Bordorn, white hot rage flooding him. He had never before felt such ire. 
 
    “It was good to meet you, Krondious of the deep,” Rhufedeon said. “I hope our paths will entwine again in the future.” 
 
    “Me too,” Krondious mumbled, casting his eyes to the ground. 
 
    Rhufedeon bid her farewells to Roskin and Bordorn and then gathered the children to her. After a moment’s pause, she directed them towards the road, and within moments, they had all disappeared through the copse of acacias. Once they were gone, the clearing seemed desolate and remote, and Krondious breathed deeply, forcing himself to choke down the anger before it consumed him and caused him to do something he could never take back. 
 
    “Here’s your stew, starry eyes,” Bordorn chuckled, holding out a bowl that steamed in the chilly air. 
 
    “Don’t speak to me,” Krondious replied, his voice a low and deep growl. “Not another word.” 
 
    “Oh come on,” Bordorn began. 
 
    “Not another word,” Krondious interrupted, his voice quivering with rage. He took the extended bowl and turned his back on Bordorn. 
 
    “Just back off,” Roskin added to the Ghaldeon. “You went a little too far.” 
 
    “You know I was just joking around,” Bordorn said, his voice rising an octave. 
 
    “Just back off,” Roskin repeated. 
 
    Silence settled over the clearing as the three dwarves consumed their lunch. Krondious ate mechanically, not tasting the food or feeling the warmth if offered. His thoughts raced back and forth between the encounter with Rhufedeon and the humiliation Bordorn had caused him. He couldn’t believe his friend, his sworn brother whom he had saved from serious harm multiple times, would embarrass him like that in the presence of a female he found so striking. Never mind that Bordorn always joked around. Never mind that Krondious was already tripping all over himself before her. Never mind that he would probably never see her again. Bordorn had no right and no place to take those few moments from him, and just about any other person would either be dead right now or at the least have several broken bones. 
 
    When he finished his stew, he rose from his seat and tossed his bowl and spoon at Bordorn’s feet without a word. Then, he rolled up the blanket and returned it to the horse, making sure their weapons were well-hidden. Behind him, Roskin and Bordorn doused the fire and gathered together their cooking supplies. Krondious left them to their tasks and trudged across the clearing, through the acacias, and onto the worn and rutted road. He stood along the shoulder, watching a wagon that had recently passed by disappear around a bend to the north. 
 
    After a few moments, Roskin emerged from the woods, leading the horse, and Bordorn trailed behind, his head hanging. Krondious turned and started down the road without a word to either. He was still too angry to think clearly, and if he attempted to speak at that moment, he was afraid that the words he chose would do more damage than good, so he opted for silence. He realized that Bordorn probably meant no harm, for the Ghaldeon loved to laugh and make others laugh. In his mind, he had probably thought it a grand joke to tease Krondious about being so obviously swept away by a female. 
 
    But Krondious had never had good luck with ladies. In the deep, he had scared them with his size and strength and rowdy ways. Whenever he tried to speak to one who caught his eye, her fear of him would be so obvious that he eventually gave up trying. After his exile, none of the Kiredurk outcasts appealed to him, so he had purposefully remained alone, preferring solitude to the company of someone his heart didn’t desire. In fact, the closest he had ever come to love was when he met Aleichan on the mountainside after his banishment, and she wasn’t a dwarf and might not even be real. So for Krondious, meeting someone who he clicked with so effortlessly was a momentous happening. 
 
    Bordorn couldn’t have known all of that. He couldn’t have known that at his age, now his mid-thirties, Krondious had given up on ever having a wife and a family. He had resigned himself to a solitary life, a life now devoted to protecting his future king, and until today, until he saw that smile, he had convinced himself that duty would be enough. Now, plodding along the road to Sturdeon, he felt the enormity of his loneliness, a lifetime as a misfit and outsider with no real friends before Roskin and Bordorn, a family that had disowned him, and an emptiness inside that he never spoke about and rarely acknowledged to himself. No, Bordorn couldn’t have known all of that, so even as the rage still held him in its fiery grip, he knew that he would forgive his friend. 
 
    “Company approaching,” Roskin said, interrupting his thoughts. “From the north.” 
 
    Krondious glanced over his shoulder and saw a Ghaldeon mounted on a roan horse moving towards them at a steady trot and gaining ground quickly. Something about the way the rider held himself in the saddle, or maybe just his already-present fears about this journey, struck Krondious as a portent of misfortune. Either way, even at that distance, he instantly disliked that dwarf and deliberately slowed his pace until he was beside the horse and closer to his axe. His gut told him that sooner rather than later, he was going to need it. 
 
    “Let’s keep calm,” Roskin said. “I don’t like the feeling I’m getting, but there’s no need to panic.” 
 
    “Are we all in agreement that this guy is trouble?” Bordorn asked. 
 
    Krondious and Roskin both nodded. The horse and rider were less than fifty yards away, now, and still closing the gap rapidly. Krondious eyed the spot on the horse where his axe was strapped down and visualized how he could retrieve it in the fastest way possible. If this Ghaldeon tried anything suspect, the white beard wouldn’t hesitate for a heartbeat. He would bury his axe as deeply in the dwarf’s skull as he could and not care if his two friends objected. This whole trip was a mistake, and the dwarf who approached them now was about to prove Krondious right. 
 
    “Howdy do?” the rider asked as he neared the trio, a smile pushing out the edges of his red beard. 
 
    “We’re well,” Bordorn answered, returning the smile, but both grins lacked any sincerity. 
 
    “Y’all heading to Sturdeon?” the rider asked, slowing the horse to a trot as he came alongside them. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Roskin responded. 
 
    “What brings you to our humble city?” 
 
    “We’d prefer to keep our business our own,” Bordorn replied. “If that’s okay with you.” 
 
    “Well, I can understand that,” the stranger said, removing one hand from the reins and stroking his beard. “Truly I can. Just one problem. I’m the sheriff along this stretch of road, and my business is to know yours.” 
 
    For a moment, Krondious considered going for his axe but hesitated instead, and in that moment of pause, his urge to strike down the traitor passed. The only way this dwarf could be sheriff of anything this deep in the conquered lands was to be in cahoots with the humans, but Krondious had no legitimate reason to end the dwarf’s life yet. Doing so unprovoked might drive a wedge between him and his only two friends, and Krondious already knew what it was like to lose everyone he loved over killing someone. That was one experience he didn’t care to endure again. 
 
    “We’re looking for work,” Roskin said, adding his own insincere smile. 
 
    “What kind work you fellers do?” the sheriff asked. 
 
    “We can log,” Bordorn said. “Even with only one arm, I’m pretty good with timber.” 
 
    “That so?” the sheriff muttered perfunctorily, peering at their horse. 
 
    “We’re both good miners, too,” Roskin added, indicating himself and Krondious. “You know of any work?” 
 
    “Plenty a work. Oh, plenty a work to be had.” 
 
    “That’s good news,” Bordorn said. 
 
    The clomps of eight hooves reverberated through the still forest. 
 
    “Well, you fellers be careful now,” the sheriff said, heeling his horse back into a swift trot and returning from where he had come. 
 
    “You, too, sheriff,” Bordorn called after him. 
 
    The trio continued walking in silence until certain the rider was out of earshot. 
 
    “I don’t like this one bit,” Krondious finally said. “I’m not trying to argue again, but we need to turn back.” 
 
    “You may be right,” Bordorn muttered. “I’ve got a bad feeling about that dwarf.” 
 
    “You’re both right,” Roskin said. “Krondious, I should have listened to you before. This was a mistake.” 
 
    “Let’s just turn back now,” Krondious persisted. 
 
    “I’m with Kronny,” Bordorn added. 
 
    “Okay,” Roskin said, pulling on the horse’s bridle as he slowed his pace. “We’ll head back to Murkdolm and decide where we go from there with the volunteers. We can be back there in a week.” 
 
    The trio turned around and began the march back north to the town they had liberated, but they had barely gone a couple hundred yards when Roskin froze in his tracks and looked over his shoulder back south. Krondious immediately moved to the horse and gripped the haft of his axe. He had seen that look on Roskin’s face before, and it always meant danger. 
 
    “Riders coming this way,” Roskin mumbled. “A couple dozen. The Great Empire. They’re coming for us.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Bordorn asked, staring south. 
 
    “I’m certain.” 
 
    Krondious pulled his axe from the saddle and gripped it against his chest. He instantly knew what had to be done to protect his future king, and he fought against the fear creeping into his heart. 
 
    “You both need to run,” he said to his friends. 
 
    “What?” Bordorn exclaimed. “Don’t be daft.” 
 
    “I mean it. You’re both faster than me. You can make it back to that logging road, the one right before where we camped. I’ll buy you time.” 
 
    “Nonsense! We can all make it,” Bordorn pleaded. 
 
    “No, we can’t,” Krondious returned. “Now run.” 
 
    “Don’t do this,” Roskin said, reaching for his sword, but Krondious slapped the horse’s flank and sent it bolting forward. 
 
    “Both of you, run! Now!” 
 
    “We’re not leaving you...” 
 
    “If you don’t run now,” Krondious growled, his voice fierce and terrifying even to himself, and as he spoke, he hoisted his axe into striking motion. “The Great Empire will be the least of your worries.” 
 
    Roskin and Bordorn each took a step back, their eyes betraying the terror he struck in their hearts. After a heartbeat, Roskin turned and started down the road at a near sprint, chasing after the horse. As he ran, he called for Bordorn to follow him. The Ghaldeon hesitated a moment, and Krondious locked eyes with him. 
 
    “I didn’t mean...” 
 
    “I know,” Krondious said softly. Then, back in the growl, “Now, run.” 
 
    Bordorn took off after Roskin, and Krondious wheeled around on the hard-packed road. He glanced around, searching for anything that might give him an advantage. The fear still clawed at his heart, threatening to cause him to turn and run after his friends. Fear was new to him. In every fight he had ever been in, he had been absolutely certain of victory before the first blow was thrown. Now, however, he was just as certain that this fight would claim his life. No individual was a match for two dozen trained soldiers, and this foreign sensation, the fear of death, ate at him. 
 
    To his right, just off the shoulder, the land rose about four feet up a steep embankment, and not far into the woods, he saw exactly what he needed to give him the element of surprise. In the distance, he could hear the riders approaching, so he sprinted to the embankment and scrambled up it as swiftly as he could. Laying on the ground was the felled bole of a tree. Apparently a local had chopped it down for firewood and had left the thickest part of the base that either they couldn’t haul in their wagon or didn’t have the proper axe to split. It had been stripped of all limbs, leaving only a four foot long trunk as big around as Krondious. He drove the head of his axe into the edge of the embankment, angling the haft so that it protruded into the air at an angle that would be easy to grab once he tossed the log. 
 
    He squatted by the bole and wrapped his arms around it as in a bear hug. The rough bark dug into his arms as he secured his hold and strained against its weight. At first, he wasn’t certain he could lift it, but after a moment’s struggle, he rose from the ground, clutching the log against his chest perpendicular to the ground. The horses were much closer now, so he had to hurry. He leaned the bole against another tree and squatted again.  
 
    This time, he laced his fingers together and worked his hands underneath the bottom edge. Using the other tree for leverage, he hoisted his log straight up, securing it with his hands and balancing it with his chest. He inched himself to the edge of the embankment, teetering from the top-heavy weight. His legs and shoulders burned from the excessive load, and he groaned audibly with the strain. 
 
    The riders and horses were now visible, just a few feet away. Krondious held the log another two heartbeats, the fear screaming at him to flee, and then, with all of the strength he could muster, tossed it towards the road. 
 
    The first time he had gotten in trouble he had been ten years old, and it had occurred in wrestling practice. Even then, he was thicker and stronger than any of the dwarves his own age, so he had been moved up to the next age bracket and was competing with boys two to four years older than he. One day, he had slammed one too hard onto the hard-packed dirt of the training room, and several of the older boys had jumped him to teach him a lesson. Three of them left with broken arms, two with shattered noses, and one with his front teeth missing. Kiredurks are peaceful, the magistrate had stressed to him when he was hauled in front of the civic leader for admonishment. Kiredurks do not behave with such ferocity and violence. They work things out through reason and deliberation. But Krondious was built to inflict damage upon his enemies. Even at that age he had known that he would never be a peaceful dwarf. 
 
    The log flipped once as it sailed through the air and crashed into the two lead riders of the double-file column. The men and horses all four shrieked in agony as the impact sent them toppling to the ground in a welter of blood, broken bones, twisted steel, shattered bark, and confusion. The next two rows could not maneuver fast enough to avoid the carnage and added to the welter as horse legs shattered and riders were catapulted from their saddles. Krondious scrambled backwards a few steps and then sprinted forward, snatching his axe from the ground as he leapt from the embankment. 
 
    The first time he appeared before King Kraganere he had been sixteen. Once again he had gotten in a fight, this time over some fool insulting Krondious’s parents for giving birth to such a vicious brute. Krondious hadn’t cared one whit about the insult to himself, for he knew it was truth, but his parents were good, honest white beards who never bothered anyone and already carried so much shame for the monstrosity they had raised. Krondious had broken that dwarf’s jaw and the bones of a dozen others. This time, it took eight members of the local militia to subdue him. The king had shown mercy, understanding the rage that overcome Krondious over the insult to his parents, but he too had lectured about the peaceful nature of Kiredurks. 
 
    As he sailed through the air, Krondious drew back his axe until the blade nearly touched his heels, and as he flew towards the first rider who had avoided the welter, his arms whipped forth with all the torque he could muster. The axe exploded into the man’s chest, severing his armor and sternum as easily as a knife through a hot roll. The force lifted him from the saddle and sent his lifeless corpse tumbling to the ground. Krondious landed with his feet straddling the man’s torso, and he wrested the blade from the bloody lump of torn flesh, muscle, and suet, his eyes already fixed on the next victim. 
 
    The night he killed the boy in the tavern, the young pig farmer whose only crime was to bump into Krondious on a night when he had had too much ale, something in him had caused him to provoke the boy into drawing the axe to give him an excuse. Krondious still wasn’t sure why. He had known that if he caused any more trouble he would be expelled from the kingdom, but his family had already abandoned him, and every single day he hoped for something to come along and change his circumstances. Though he couldn’t have named it then, now he understand that he had needed an outlet, some way to embrace the violence inside his heart. He was a warrior, meant to hold iron in his hands and defend the weak from those who would do them harm, but in the peaceful realm of the Kiredurks, his own base instincts had turned rotten, until he became a twisted version of a warrior, one who strikes down the innocent over a pseudo-insult. 
 
    He severed the head of one soldier trying to rise to his feet, pirouetted on his left heel, and drove the axe into another man’s gut. At least nine were down, now, either dead or too injured to fight, and the other fifteen, were scrambling in all directions trying to orient themselves against the assault. Their horses, though well-trained and well-bred for combat, were spooked by the sudden savagery and stench of blood and viscous now in the air. Krondious located a cluster of three horsemen trying to get their bearings and charged into them before they spotted his approach. He slashed and hacked with his great axe, releasing his entire thirst for violence in one terrible burst of fury. When he paused, three men and three horses lay in quivering pieces all around him. 
 
    In the forest, he had found his first taste of peace. Alone deep in the woods, he could take out his anger on the trees. Back in town at the wood pile, he could awe the other outcasts with his raw power as he split block after block after block with one stroke. Though he had missed the deep, he had no longer felt as stifled out there. The exiles accepted him as one of them, and while he still didn’t have any friends, mainly because he chose to keep everyone at arm’s length, he no longer felt as if he had to keep his true essence completely veiled. The outcasts liked that he was the biggest and toughest dwarf in the realm, for they saw him as their protector, even though there was nothing to protect them from at that time. Then Roskin and Bordorn had come to town injured, and not long after, the Great Empire had followed. 
 
    A group of six or seven riders had retreated from the carnage and were regrouping down the road. The other five or six still moved about in incoherent circles, searching for more attackers and shouting at each other for cover. The ground was strewn with dead and dying and broken, and the air was filled with the cries of wounded man and horse alike. Krondious charged another soldier, but this man saw him coming and had his sword drawn. He parried Krondious’s first blow, but the force knocked him from the saddle. The horse reared on its hind legs and kicked at the air with its front, and before the man could get to his feet, Krondious darted behind the horse’s rear legs and drove his axe into the man’s skull. He turned to find another opponent and saw three horsemen grouped together and charging his direction. He readied his axe and smiled at them. 
 
    Ever since Roskin had entered the tavern and climbed up on the table, Krondious had known this day would come, the day when he got to test all that he was as a dwarf and a warrior in order to protect the heir’s life. He hadn’t imagined it quite like this and had always hoped that he would survive the fight, growing old accepted for who he was because he had protected what mattered most to the kingdom. But that wasn’t to be. The fear was gone, now, replaced by an acceptance of what simply was. He was the only dwarf in the world capable of holding off these soldiers long enough for Roskin and Bordorn to get off the main road and hopefully find their way out of the conquered lands. In order to fulfill his purpose, he must give up his own life. A strange calm settled over him as he accepted all of this. 
 
    The three horsemen were nearing, and Krondious knew they were going to try to surround him. With the road nearly impassable from his butchery, they couldn’t simply overrun him on their mounts and trample him. No, they would need to surround him and close in slowly, wearing him down until he couldn’t fend them off any longer. Knowing this, Krondious decided his only hope to prolong the fight was to take away the initiative from them. Gathering himself, he charged straight ahead at first but then veering sharply to his left and rolling into a controlled tumble. As he came out of the roll, he swung his axe the nearest horse’s legs and struck down the majestic beast from beneath its rider. The animal screamed piteously, and the man catapulted forward onto the hard earth. 
 
    The other two riders had reigned up and were trying to wheel around on him, but Krondious ran up the back of the thrashing horse he had just crippled and leapt at the nearest of the two. His axe severed the man’s leg mid-thigh and sank deep into the horse’s flank. It lurched to its left, trying to escape the pain and slamming into the other rider. Krondious landed hard and fumbled for his axe, which was still lodged in the horse. Blood dripped from each of his twin braids, from his hands, from his ears, from his belt, from every conceivable surface of his body, and not one drop of it was his own. He got to his feet and reached again for his axe as the horse sank to its knees, thrashing its head to and fro and screaming in agony. Its rider lay crumpled on the ground beneath it, his hands feebly trying to grip to gushing wound where his leg used to be. Krondious stepped forward to reach again... 
 
    Something stung his chest, and instinctively, he swatted at it, believing some insect had gotten on him. His hand found a wooden shaft, and he looked down at the bolt protruding from his sternum just above his left nipple. Without warning, his legs went rubbery and he stumbled to his knees. He had to get that shaft out and find his axe, which had disappeared as the wounded horse flopped away from him. He pitched forward and caught himself with his right hand, but a jolt of pain shot through his body and blinded him. He pushed himself back up to his knees and looked up. A horse was coming straight for him. He needed his axe. Or any weapon. He had to fight. Roskin and Bordorn needed more time. But the horse was too close. There was no more time to be found. A front leg slammed into him and flung him backwards. He landed on his back with a thud, staring up at the sky but seeing nothing as darkness enveloped him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    With Twists and Turns 
 
      
 
    Kwarck stepped along the jagged path, picking his way through the rubble that still hadn’t been removed from these remote sections of tunnels. The roads near most townships and villages had been cleared, but in the expanses between, much debris remained. Many stretches still had so much damage the tunnels themselves seemed ready to collapse further. The hermit wondered at how any king, even one such as Sondious, could leave conditions in such a precarious state. 
 
    Dorkhun itself was less than a full day’s walk away, yet here was a full mile of tunnel that obviously had not been touched since the earthquake. Not a minor road either. This was the major thoroughfare that connected the capital to the southern gate, probably the most traveled road in the whole realm. Yet here it remained in absolute disarray just outside the city. No leader with any integrity would leave an economy stifled by such neglect. No leader with any wisdom would leave a major military artery so clogged that his army could be delayed traversing to or from the capital. To Kwarck’s way of thinking, the usurper had no connection to the needs of the kingdom, and it seemed obvious that Sondious had lost touch with his senses. 
 
    In Kwarck’s experience, that made Sondious a hundred times more dangerous than a leader who was merely lazy or selfish or incompetent. 
 
    A lazy ruler could still be cajoled into delegating authority, and advisors could improve difficult conditions in that manner. A selfish ruler could be convinced, with enough cunning and deception, that improving conditions in the realm would improve the leader’s own luxuries. Incompetence could be outwitted. But madness was something else: unpredictable, capricious, ever-shifting. It might manifest itself as kindness one moment and cruelty the next. It might dissolve into an endless downward spiral of paranoia and delusion. For the first time since he had agreed to heal King Kraganere, Kwarck sensed the depths of the danger he would face inside the capital. 
 
    Given the lateness of the day, he stopped in the next township and found lodging at a comfortable inn. The insignia of the eighth kingdom opened nearly every door in the whole realm, and more times than not food, drink, and lodging were offered without charge. Having lived as a hermit for so long on the plains, Kwarck had nearly forgotten the lure of such luxuries, especially with no expense ascribed. There had been a time, however, when he had served Emperor Vasso and such luxuries had been his for the asking. Now, these seventy-six years removed from his service to the Great Empire, he resisted the urge to succumb to the temptations of royal power. He did, however, accept the use of lanterns and all the free oil offered to him, for the Kiredurk tunnels were much too dark for a surface dweller to negotiate without a source of light. 
 
    The next day, he left town early and continued his trek to Dorkhun. Ever since they had parted company, he and Roskin had communed throughout the day. Kwarck had been needed to soothe the wounds Lorac had inflicted on Roskin’s psyche, especially the guilt and shame over the dwarf he had killed in the leisure slave cage. Lorac had genuinely wounded the Kiredurk on that account, so much so that Roskin had withdrawn deep inside himself and barely communicated with Krondious and Bordorn. So Kwarck had soothed him as much as he could, but now, he communed with Roskin to learn the most clandestine path into the city. 
 
    The heir guided him off the main road half a day’s walk from the city, and while the larger road had been treacherous with all the debris, this path was nearly impassible. In some places, the rocks looked so unstable he considered turning back and taking his chances on the main road, but he knew that that was no real option. His path into the city needed to be furtive, seen by the least number of dwarves as possible. In Sondious’s current mental state, if he learned that the healer had entered the capital, Kwarck wouldn’t see the next morning. 
 
    So he climbed over and under the broken rocks, sometimes getting on his belly and crawling through gaps he barely fit through. The half-day’s journey stretched into a full day, and still he was not inside the city. He camped in between two massive boulders, so large it seemed they would never be cleared from the path, but Kwarck was glad for the seclusion they afforded. He slept soundly, unconcerned that anyone would stumble across him in this isolated, ruined tunnel. He woke early, a full two hours before what would be sunrise on the surface and ate a quick breakfast of nuts and seeds. 
 
    Following Roskin’s guidance, he reached another tunnel, this one even more secluded than the previous, and to enter this tunnel, he had to locate a secret entrance that fortunately wasn’t blocked by any rubble. Through their communion, Roskin explained that this tunnel was known only to the most inner circle of King Kraganere’s retinue. The heir wasn’t sure if Sondious knew of its existence or not, but even if he did, it probably wasn’t guarded where it emptied into the city, just a couple of miles from the palace. 
 
    Inside this tunnel, the damage was much less than the other paths he’d traversed. Because it was an emergency escape route for the royal family, the walls and ceiling had all been reinforced with iron bars and some of the finest masonry Kwarck had ever seen. The ceiling had barely cracked during the earthquake, and the largest chunks of rock on the ground were hardly larger than his fist. Kwarck had never been inside the Kiredurk kingdom before and had spent very little time among the Ghaldeons, so his knowledge of and experience with dwarven stonework was limited, but looking at how well this tunnel had survived the trauma, he was impressed by their skills. 
 
    Moving unimpeded, he improved his time considerably and reached the exit well before lunch. For the next couple of hours, he and Roskin remained in nearly constant contact, as the dwarf guided him to the palace through alleys and more secret passages. Given the ease with which the hermit avoided people, he was certain that Roskin had spent more than his fair share of time sneaking in and out of the palace undetected. Finally, Kwarck found himself in a narrow secret passage that led directly to Kraganere’s private sleeping quarters where he had remained ever since the rock had struck him in the head. 
 
    Kwarck debouched from the secret entrance mere feet from the dwarven king’s bed, where he lay facing the ceiling, his eyes closed as he lingered in a deep coma. Beside the bed, his wife sat in a cushioned chair and read an ancient looking scroll. When she first saw Kwarck, she instantly went through a succession of reactions. First, she jolted from the shock of someone appearing in the room, but then she quickly gathered herself and prepared to call for the guards. Before she yelled, however, her eyes lighted on Roskin’s cloak and widened with recognition. She made eye contact with the healer, and he smiled gently, showing her his palms. 
 
    “I’m here to help,” he said, pouring as much tenderness into his voice as he could summon. 
 
    “Roskin sent you,” she said softly, no trace of question in the statement. 
 
    Kwarck nodded and doused his lantern, which was nearly out of oil. He moved to the bedside and stared down at the wounded dwarf. The queen rose from her seat with all the grace expected of a monarch’s wife and stepped beside the healer. The king appeared as fragile as a snowflake. He had lost weight, as indicated by the way his skin sagged on his bones. His beard was thin and wispy, hardly the robust whiskers of a king of dwarves, and anyone looking at him could clearly see that he clung to life with a tenuous grasp. Still, he did cling, and that gave Kwarck hope. He had healed many soldiers over the years whose wounds should have taken them, but their wills to live had refused to yield to the final sleep. While on the exterior, it appeared that King Kraganere was near the end, Kwarck knew there was yet hope. 
 
    First, he examined the head wound, now a jagged scar shaped like a three-pointed star on his forehead, just above his eyebrow. The healers Sondious had assigned to care for the king had done well tending to the surface of the wound, but either from lack of skill or an order from Sondious, they couldn’t have done anything substantial for the internal damage to the brain. Kwarck hoped that too much time hadn’t passed for his medicines to have any effect. The brain was tricky, even for the best of healers. Sometimes, rest was enough to allow it to heal itself, and other times, if the proper herbs were not administered within the proper timeframe, nothing could be done to reclaim what was damaged. Kwarck opened his pack and rummaged through his bottles until he found the two he wanted. 
 
    “What are you using?” the queen asked. 
 
    “Two roots,” Kwarck answered, placing them in a mortar and beginning to grind them to dust with the pestle. “One is from the Marshwogg swamps and helps the brain to heal. The other is from a flower that blooms on the slopes of your mountains. It improves brain function.” 
 
    “The healers who have been here never mentioned those.” 
 
    “Do you think the acting king had a hand in that?” 
 
    “Yes,” the queen said, her voice a venomous hiss. “The healers are always escorted by one of his...his...goons. That’s all I can call them, and they watch the healers closely. One tried to slip me something extra to give Kraganere. Sondious took his head.” 
 
    “If these work,” Kwarck returned, his voice reassuring. “We’ll deal with those goons under authority of the real king.” 
 
    “And if they don’t?” 
 
    “Then Roskin will come back and deal with them himself.” 
 
    “He has no right,” she responded, her voice lowering into utter despair. “Our laws dictate that Sondious is the true king until Kraganere and Kraganere alone is better.” 
 
    “Do you believe that Sondious deserves to be king?” 
 
    “No, but by our laws, that’s irrelevant.” 
 
    “Forget the law for a moment,” Kwarck persisted. “Would you support an insurrection against the usurper?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied, the venom returning. 
 
    “And I’ll wager so would most of the kingdom. Your husband is the true king, and Roskin the true heir, and Sondious doesn’t deserve the throne. I’ve seen the neglect to the roads, the lack of concern for the people from the southern gate to right here in the palace. That needs to be made right so that this kingdom can begin to heal.” 
 
    “You speak wisely,” the queen said, returning to her seat. “But there are many who believe in the rule of law. It is our way.” 
 
    “Ways change when necessity dictates,” Kwarck responded, placing the pestle back in his pack and peering closely at the powder. “But hopefully your husband will render this discussion moot.” 
 
    Kwarck began to lean closer to the king when panic and anger flooded him. He staggered a step from the sensation and grabbed for the bed’s edge to steady himself, nearly dropping the mortar. He stared at the queen, his eyes wide with the emotions pouring into him from Roskin. Whether or not the dwarf was aware that he had connected with Kwarck, the hermit couldn’t tell, but the feelings were raw and unfiltered, nearly more than Kwarck could bear. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” the queen exclaimed, leaping from her seat, her earlier grace forgotten as she rushed to aid the healer. 
 
    “It’s...it’s,” he stammered, realizing that the last thing she or the king needed was to worry about Roskin. “It’s nothing, milady.” 
 
    “Is everything okay?” a soldier who had burst into the room asked. The dwarf placed a hand on his axe and pierced Kwarck with a lethal gaze. 
 
    “Yes,” the queen returned, holding up her hand as if to ward off the soldier. “All is quite well.” 
 
    “How did you get in here?” the soldier asked Kwarck. 
 
    “Are you loyal to my husband?” the queen asked before the elf could respond. 
 
    “Yes, your highness. Please, never doubt that.” 
 
    “Then,” she began. “No one is here with me. You heard no commotion and saw nothing amiss. Am I clear?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the guard returned, bowing his head. “As long as you and the king are safe.” 
 
    “As you can see, we are both quite well. Please, ensure that King Kraganere’s rest is not disturbed by any unwanted visitors from the hallway.” She waved her hand in the general direction of the doorway. 
 
    “Understood, my queen,” the guard replied. “I will detain any who wish to check on the king.” 
 
    The soldier stepped back out of the room and closed the door. Roskin still poured a torrent of emotions into Kwarck, but the hermit had recovered from the initial surge. Now, he sifted through those feelings to ascertain what was happening. Apparently, soldiers were after them and Krondious was in dire trouble. Roskin was scared for his friend and angry at the humans and on the verge of doing something stupid like turning back to help him. Kwarck pushed into Roskin’s mind and soothed him once again. 
 
    Let him go, Kwarck said. 
 
    He sacrificed himself for me, Roskin answered. Maybe he’s still alive. 
 
    He gave his life to protect yours. Would you dishonor that to get yourself captured or killed now? 
 
    No, but... 
 
    There is no but, Kwarck scolded. Keep yourself and the Ghaldeon safe. You are too important. That’s why your friend did what he did. 
 
    You are right, Roskin returned, gathering himself. We’re safe for now. 
 
    I’m about to give your father his first round of medicine. I must concentrate. With that, Kwarck pulled out of Roskin’s mind and fixed his gaze on the queen. 
 
    “Are you certain you’re okay?” she asked. “You were somewhere else just now.” 
 
    “Quite,” Kwarck said, smiling reassuringly at her. “Surely you’ve heard how strange we elves can be.” 
 
    “I’ve had some experience with that, yes,” she returned, her eyes twinkling with a glint of mischief. 
 
    Kwarck wondered if she meant Roskin or Sylva. Chuckling to himself, he leaned close to the king and with an index finger began rubbing the powder onto the king’s gums. He explained to the queen that in Kraganere’s current state, absorption through the gums was the best hope for administering the medicine. She returned to her seat and gazed intently upon the hermit as he worked. In the hallway, servants moved about, and the occasional soldier passed by on patrol, but none disturbed the king as Kwarck got as much of the powder as he could massaged into the wounded dwarf’s gums. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jase sat in the council chamber and sipped his tankard of ale. The afternoon session had just commenced after the break for lunch, but he already felt hungry again. Ever since he had arrived at the capital, he had managed to pack on quite a bit of weight, so much so that he had already had to have new clothes made twice. He rubbed his ample belly and motioned to an aide near the atrium door. 
 
    “Bring me some of that chicken left over from lunch,” he said, attempting to whisper but croaking so loudly that several council members turned and glowered at him. 
 
    “Do you have official business to discuss?” one of the masters asked, her voice ice. 
 
    “Nothing that concerns you,” Jase quipped. 
 
    “Perhaps you could refrain from interrupting us, then. We have serious matters to discuss.” 
 
    “Why are you picking on me?” Jase asked, dropping his voice into a pathetic drawl for sympathy. 
 
    “Your highness,” the master said, turning to King Sondious. “Why is he even present at this meeting?” 
 
    “Because he’s the only advisor who gives me unfiltered opinions,” Sondious replied, annoyed by the question. “His counsel is valuable.” 
 
    “My king,” the master persisted. “We give you our most sagacious ideas. You don’t need this cretin around.” 
 
    “I think this master is part of the rebellion,” Jase challenged, pointing at her. The fat on his jowls quivered as he spoke. 
 
    “There is no rebellion!” the master exclaimed. 
 
    “Silence!” King Sondious roared. “This is getting us nowhere. Jase will stay and remain silent until I need his advice, and you will not question my choice of counselors.” 
 
    “Yes, my king,” the master said, glowering at Jase again briefly before lowering her eyes to the table. 
 
    “Whatever you say, chief,” Jase chimed. 
 
    “Good,” Sondious purred. “Now, let’s get back to business. What news of the army?” 
 
    “The reports remain the same, my king,” another master chimed in. “After the Battle of the Snivegohn Valley, the General of Dorkhun has moved east in pursuit of the humans. At last word, he had crossed through the southeastern corner of the kingdom and was entering Rugraknere. Still no word on the whereabouts of the Great Empire.” 
 
    “And Roskin?” the king asked, his voice quivering with anger. 
 
    “Some reports indicate that he is traveling with the Tredjard army; others claim he is leading the Ghaldeon rebellion in Kehldeon. We have no reports whatsoever of him within this kingdom.” 
 
    “So you say,” King Sondious mumbled, rubbing his crippled legs. He paused for a few heartbeats, seemingly lost in thought, but suddenly resumed speaking: “My question, the most obvious one, is how do I take this blatant disobedience by the General of Dorkhun? I ordered all troops back to the capital. All of my other generals complied. We have troops from the eastern gate and both of the Rugraknere gates, but the general sworn to defend this city is absent. Tell me, you loyal advisors, how do I not consider that outright treason.” 
 
    “My king...” 
 
    “Your highness...” 
 
    “King Sondious...” 
 
    Several masters spoke at once but stopped to allow the others to go first. In the silence, Jase jumped in: 
 
    “He’s joined that dirty snake Roskin.” 
 
    “That’s preposterous,” a master returned. “The General of Dorkhun is loyal to the throne. His correspondences have invoked the Law of Battle Fog, which clearly gives a general in the field liberty to circumvent an edict from the king if such an order conflicts with battle conditions.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know the law,” King Sondious muttered. 
 
    “Seems convenient to me,” Jase said as the aide entered the room with his chicken. He glanced at the serving tray and then at the aid. “Where’s my ale?” 
 
    “I didn’t know you wanted ale,” the aide returned, perplexed by the question. He handed Jase the plate of food and turned to return to the kitchen. 
 
    “I always get ale with my meals. It settles my stomach.” 
 
    “Oh for pity’s sake!” the master who had quarreled with him earlier exclaimed. “My king, this monstrosity is the one who gives treacherous advice. The General of Dorkhun serves the throne and the throne alone. Can this thing say the same?” 
 
    “She’s picking on me again,” Jase replied, his voice nearly a sob. “I’ve done nothing but serve you.” 
 
    “Master Londragheon, this is my last warning to you,” King Sondious growled. “Never again question my choice of advisors, or I’ll have the skin peeled from your back.” 
 
    Jase smirked at the master and tore a hunk of meat from the chicken. She didn’t look quite so hoity-toity after the king told her that. He chewed his meat, the smacking sound filling the chamber, and stared at her until she looked his direction and saw his smirk. He would show her that he wasn’t just some Rugraknere outcast anymore. He was the king’s most trusted advisor, and she was just some old, stuffy master who was probably still loyal to the Eighth Kingdom, which was no more. Well, she would learn soon enough. 
 
    “The way I see it,” King Sondious continued as if nothing had happened. “The General of Dorkhun has repeatedly defied a direct order to return here and protect the capital from Roskin’s rebellion. It seems obvious that he has joined the rebellion and must now be considered a traitor to the throne.” 
 
    “My king,” one of masters tried to interject, but King Sondious held up his hand to silence her. 
 
    “Therefore, I declare the General of Dorkhun to be guilty of high treason, along with every officer and soldier under his command. We will send forth two full regiments to squash whatever designs he has on this city.” 
 
    A murmur of disapproval went around the room, but none dared speak vocally against the declaration. Jase called out his support of the king and then licked chicken grease from his fingers. At this point, Jase didn’t really care one way or the other about that dumb general. He was only concerned with two things: keeping in good graces with the king and keeping as much of the king’s anger and hatred focused on Roskin as possible. He would have his revenge on that ungrateful swine one way or the other. Oh yes, Roskin would pay for humiliating him in front of everyone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Captain Roighwheil strode beside the General of Dorkhun with the measured gait only those who have spent a lifetime marching have mastered. They had just exited the kingdom and were starting down the slope into Rugraknere. Heavy snows had made the trail treacherous, and their pace had slowed considerably to account for the harsh conditions. The captain was glad to be moving, however. The march had taken his mind off of all the confusion surrounding King Sondious and his asinine orders. The latest nonsense had been an order to return to the capital, to protect from some internal threat that had no basis in reality. 
 
    The General of Dorkhun had laughed at the order and had responded with multiple dispatches that explained in as much detail as he could supply that there had been a quite real enemy in the Snivegohn Valley and that he was pursuing the remnants of that army to ensure that there were no surprise attacks on any of the gates. So far, no response had reached them, but they had been moving swiftly ever since leaving the valley, so only a mounted courier would be able to catch them until they found a place to camp. With his knowledge of Sondious’s instability, Captain Roighwheil had little doubt of how the dispatches had been received. 
 
    “So Captain,” the General began as if reading his thoughts. “Do you think a bounty is on our heads yet?” 
 
    “Probably, or worse.” 
 
    “We must maintain heart. If any regiments are sent to attack us, we will meet with the general beforehand and explain what we know. The current king is not thinking straight. We all know it. We all see it. Surely no Kiredurkian soldier would draw a weapon against his kin on the orders of a madman.” 
 
    “Hopefully you are right,” the captain replied, but in his heart, he was uncertain. Kiredurks believed in the law, and the law stated that Sondious was the rightful king. Some generals might not be willing to go against a lawful edict by the sitting king, no matter how foolish or unsavory. 
 
    “My hope is that we’ll find these humans soon enough and be able to return to our tunnels,” the general said. “I don’t like the surface. Do you?” 
 
    “I can’t say I do,” the captain returned. 
 
    “That sun, especially in all this snow, makes my head hurt,” the general continued. 
 
    “I don’t like the open,” Captain Roighwheil said. “There’s too much space around me. I feel like I’m gonna float away into the sky.” 
 
    “Too true,” the general chuckled. “Give me the confines of our tunnels any day of the week.” 
 
    They continued marching in silence. The captain and general had known each other for decades. They had dined together, had played goshkenh ball together in their younger years, and had fought together against the ogres, but they had never been intimate friends. The captain was unsure of how to take all of the friendly chitchat from his superior. Perhaps it was merely the monotony of the march or maybe the general genuinely wanted to converse with someone he had known for so long or maybe something else was at work. 
 
    Captain Roighwheil didn’t like trying to figure out politics or intrigue. He was a simple soldier who liked direct commands and prompt, flawless execution of those orders. He had an eye for detail and the physical prowess, even now in his mid-fifties, to be a formidable warrior. When it came to nuance and deception, however, he felt woefully unequipped, and if the general had some deeper purpose for cozying up to him, the captain was certain he wouldn’t decipher the reason until too late. Still, he trusted his leader and had no reason to doubt his sincerity, but with all that had transpired over the last couple of years, he had learned not to merely accept everything at face value. Sometimes, it was far wiser to consider the possibilities of hidden meanings than to be caught completely unaware. 
 
    “Hopefully, this snow won’t cause too many difficulties,” the general said, glancing around at the soldiers nearest to them. “I worry about these dwarves getting frostbite or slipping and breaking a leg.” 
 
    “That’s a real fear,” the captain replied, nodding his concord. “That could thin our ranks before we catch the enemy.” 
 
    “Morale, too, morale is the key to battle. I’m sure you know that. Too many hardships out here in these conditions and they won’t be as willing to fight.” 
 
    “I believe these dwarves will fight to the last dwarf if the need arises,” Captain Roighwheil said, puffing up with pride as he uttered the words. “They respect you, and Roskin has inspired them.” 
 
    “Roskin?” the general asked, furrowing his brow. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I hear them telling tales of how he led the Tredjards into battle, and someone else will chime in about how he charged down the mountain with the Ghaldeons. Both can’t be true, but the soldiers believe it. No, I believe these dwarves will fight for you and Roskin under the harshest of conditions.” 
 
    The general walked in silence for several heartbeats, and the longer the silence stretch on, the more the tension grew. Captain Roighwheil wondered what could possibly be wrong. Finally, the general sighed and said: 
 
    “I guess you’re right. Good soldiers need their totems, even if that totem is slightly askew.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “You know as well as I do,” the general said, his tone suddenly grave. “That spoiled brat is the reason for all of this. He caused the war with the ogres with his foolishness, and he allowed Sondious to seize the throne. My soldiers may invoke him as some totem of good fortune, but I see the ruin and destruction he’s brought down on all of us.” 
 
    Now, it was the captain’s turn to fall into a tense silence. 
 
    “Believe me,” the General of Dorkhun continued. “I love King Kraganere dearly. He was a great king and a dear friend.” 
 
    “He’s still alive, you know?” 
 
    “As far as we know, yes, but we both also know that Sondious will never allow him to wake up. He loves his power too much. No, one way or the other, King Kraganere will never sit on the throne again.” 
 
    “I can’t accept that,” the captain said, his voice cracking with the amalgam of emotions flooding him. 
 
    “Regardless, it’s true,” the general returned. “We’re stuck with Sondious for now, and that’s to everyone’s detriment.” 
 
    “We are in agreement there.” 
 
    “It’s nearly time for lunch,” the general said. “We’ll talk more later. For now, I want you to survey the troops. Let me know if you see any issues with morale or any physical ailments that are worrisome.” 
 
    “Of course, general.” 
 
    “We’ll continue this discussion after lunch. We have plans to make.” 
 
    “Plans, sir?” 
 
    “As I said, later. Right now, please tend to your duties. I need your report right after lunch.” 
 
    Captain Roighwheil saluted and excused himself. He broke off from the formation and signaled to another captain to send word through the troops to halt and make camp. His mind swam with concerns over what the general had said about King Kraganere and Roskin and plans. Something had stirred the captain’s mistrust, and even though he didn’t enjoy suspicion and doubt, his loyalty to King Kraganere and Roskin demanded that he pay attention to the alarms being raised in his mind. Something was afoot, and he had best figure out what it was. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Friends Reunite 
 
      
 
    The leader of the nomads explained how the elven army stood on provisions, and the news wasn’t great. Kwarck had stored enough grain and corn to feed them for roughly six months, but that amount hadn’t counted on prisoners. After taking care of the human soldiers for these last two weeks, their stores had diminished noticeably, and while they still had enough to live comfortably enough for three more months, Crushaw knew that any siege on Black Rock would take longer than that. While Kwarck had thought through many contingencies in bringing together this army and aiming it at the Great Empire, he hadn’t factored in everything. 
 
    However, the nomad also offered some good news. Many of the Rugraknere Kiredurks had given food to the army as thanks for their liberation. While the amount didn’t quite offset the usage of the prisoners, any additions were welcome. Crushaw also knew that another couple hundred of the dwarven outcasts had volunteered to serve the army. Some worked with the kitchen staff, others repaired weapons and armor, and the rest followed the procession and offered their services whenever and wherever needed. Despite their lowly status as exiles, so far, they had earned Crushaw’s respect for their willingness to follow orders. When this campaign ended, he hoped that their service would earn them higher status among their kin. 
 
    “General,” Sylva said, opening the flap to his tent and peering in. The last rays of the day’s sun gave her a florid glow. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but there’s a dwarf here to see you. He claims to know you.” 
 
    “I didn’t spend enough time in Rugraknere to know any of them.” 
 
    “This isn’t a Kiredurk,” Sylva corrected. “He’s a Tredjard.” 
 
    “He must be from that army from the valley. Send him in at once.” 
 
    “I don’t trust the Tredjards, sir,” Sylva said flatly, stiffening in the doorway. “They have never been friends to the elves.” 
 
    “Well, if not for them, your son might still be a slave or worse,” Crushaw chided. “I served with many a good Tredjard as we fought our way from the Slithsythe.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Sylva responded, lowering her eyes. 
 
    “As my friend, please fetch this dwarf for me and join us for a conversation. Perhaps your opinion of his race might improve.” 
 
    “Right away,” she said and hurried from the tent. 
 
    “Elves and dwarves,” the nomad leader chuckled, shaking his head. “They mistrust each other for reasons neither race can remember and hold onto grudges from before any of their grandparents were alive.” 
 
    “When I was a slave, I grew up among the Loorish and Koorleine and Tredjards, and on the plantation we were all friends and all watched over each other like family. That’s the only positive thing I can say about slavery: the utter misery forced us to see each other as equals.” 
 
    “In my travels,” the nomad said, his blue eyes old and wise in the dim light of the tent. “I’ve lived among nearly all the races, even some orcs. One thing I have learned is that people are people, no matter the race. Some are trustworthy, some are venerable, some are not. It’s all a matter of the individual.” 
 
    “So true,” Crushaw replied, rubbing his chin. “I wonder who this Tredjard is. The list of ones I know is quite short, and the list of ones who would be sent as an envoy is even shorter.” 
 
    “Well,” the nomad said, rising from his seat. “If it’s all the same with you, I’ll take my leave.” 
 
    “So soon?” Crushaw asked. 
 
    “It’s about supper time, and if I leave the scullions alone too long, they get lax in their duties. Nomads can be a trifling lot without leadership.” 
 
    “I’d say that’s true of most people,” Crushaw returned, rising from his seat and extending his hand. 
 
    “If any problems arise, I’ll inform you right away,” the nomad said, shaking the general’s worn and battered hand. “Good day to you, Crushaw.” 
 
    “Good day to you as well.” 
 
    Crushaw settled back into his seat as the man left the tent. The nomads would remain in his service until the end of spring. That had been their agreement with Kwarck, so Crushaw had been mentally thinking through who would be available to fill their roles. There were some who had been too wounded in Rugraknere to fight again, so many of them could easily become cooks and scullions, but other than them, he didn’t want to thin out his ranks too much. They would need every fighting person they could muster when the time came, especially archers, of which they were still woefully deficient. Perhaps they could recruit more dwarves from these outlying villages, or maybe the ogres would volunteer to assist with kitchen duty. Somehow, someway, he had to find roughly a hundred more people to replenish those ranks by the end of spring. 
 
    “General,” Sylva said, reappearing at the tent flap. “May I present the Lord of Arms of the Tredjard Kingdom.” 
 
    Leinjar stepped into the tent, his eyes wide and searching his surroundings for any threat as usual, but other than those eyes, the dwarf looked completely different. His hair and beard had been washed and combed, and he no longer wore a slave’s rags. Now, he was dressed in the raiment of a Tredjard noble, with dark armor that reflected the flickering light of the tent. Crushaw smiled and rose from his seat. 
 
    “Lord of Arms?” he queried, stepping from behind his makeshift desk and extending his arms and squatting down for a hug. “While I can think of no dwarf more capable of serving that role, I must admit my surprise.” 
 
    “Yours is half of mine,” the Tredjard replied, smiling broadly and embracing the old man. “My people do reward bravery and loyalty. Of that there is no doubt.” 
 
    “Sylva, please, join us,” Crushaw said, releasing the hug and standing. 
 
    “Yes, General,” Sylva returned formally. 
 
    “Leinjar,” Crushaw said, resuming his seat. “This is Sylva, my aide de camp and most trusted officer in this army. She also just happens to be Roskin’s mother.” 
 
    The Tredjard jolted back in surprise momentarily but immediately regained his composure and studied her facial features for a few heartbeats. Finally, he knelt before her and bowed his head, not quite touching his beard clip to the ground but allowing the tip of his beard to brush the canvas that had been stretched out for the tent’s floor. 
 
    “Your son has the thickest beard I know,” Leinjar offered. “We were together on the plantation, and fought together many times. I am honored to call him my friend, and doubly honored to meet you.” 
 
    “You were a slave?” Sylva asked, her tone softening. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Many of my elfish kin were with you on that plantation.” 
 
    “They fought bravely when we rose up against the masters.” 
 
    “As did you,” Sylva returned. “My son told me of the Tredjards locked in that cage with him, and I recognize your name. You watched over my son, even saved his life.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but Roskin can hold his own in any fight.” 
 
    “I am the one who is honored to meet you,” Sylva said, placing her hands on the dwarf’s shoulders and pulling him to his feet. “Please, accept my apologies for my inhospitable greetings. I’m ashamed of myself.” 
 
    “Ma’am,” Leinjar said, chuckling. “Nothing to apologize for. I spent more years than I can recall on that plantation. How you treated me didn’t even register as discourteous.” 
 
    “You are too kind,” she responded. 
 
    “See,” Crushaw said, beaming at them both. “When you get to know a person, you tend to find you have more in common than you thought at first.” 
 
    “Thank you for allowing me to share in this meeting,” Sylva said. “You were right.” 
 
    “Of course I was right,” Crushaw jested before steadying his eyes on Leinjar. “Now, enough of the pleasantries. Let’s find out what you know, my friend, and I’ll tell you where my army stands.” 
 
    Leinjar described the events leading up to the Battle of the Snivegohn Valley, explaining how Roskin had sent him home to request troops and how he had expected to be punished for failing to hold his gate. Instead, he had been revered for holding out as long as he had against such overwhelming odds, an act which had saved countless lives. His name had been elevated to Lord of Arms, a title rarely held by a living Tredjard, instead typically conferred upon a warrior who had died valiantly in battle. However, upon his safe return to the realm, the king had allowed the title to stand and had sent Leinjar to the valley with 10,000 of the finest Tredjard soldiers. Their ambush had crushed the human army and won the battle. As he finished the tale, Crushaw smiled and glanced at Sylva. 
 
    “What’s our current fighting strength?” he asked his aide de camp. 
 
    “A little over 9,000.” 
 
    “And yours, Lord of Arms?” 
 
    “At the moment, probably 7,500 to 8,000,” Leinjar responded. “We lost a few in the battle, and there are many laggards still in the mountains from our hike. It seems I set a brutal pace.” 
 
    “That’s the best way to lead an army, I say,” Crushaw returned, his voice dropping into a near growl. “Drive the strong as hard as you can, and let the weak catch up when they can.” 
 
    “Holding back the strong for the sake of the weak only weakens your best fighters,” Leinjar added. 
 
    “Precisely!” Crushaw exclaimed. “Now, Sylva, what do you make of this?” 
 
    “How do you mean?” she asked. 
 
    “My friend here, who served with me during the orcish campaign, just walked into my tent with 7,500 of the fiercest dwarves in the world at his command. How would you handle this?” 
 
    “Well, given your plans, I’d do my best to convince him to join our forces.” 
 
    “And what exactly are these plans?” Leinjar asked, his eyes widening even more than usual. 
 
    Crushaw nodded at Sylva. 
 
    “We’re going to sack Black Rock Fortress,” the elf said. 
 
    “That name means nothing to me,” Leinjar returned, shrugging. 
 
    “It’s a fortress I built when I commanded the Northern Army,” Crushaw said. “It’s formidable and held by probably 20,000 humans total. Most will be garrisoned outside of the fortress, of course, but Black Rock itself is manned by no less than 3,000 troops. This task will not be easy.” 
 
    Leinjar chuckled to himself and stared at the old man without speaking. 
 
    “I’m taking that fortress to repay a debt I owe the ogres.” 
 
    “The ogres?” Leinjar asked, raising his eyebrows. 
 
    “You remember Vishghu?” 
 
    “Of course,” Leinjar answered. “She freed us from that cage.” 
 
    “She’s here in our camp. I’ll send for her soon. After Black Rock is no longer a threat to the ogres, I intend to turn my elves south and liberate as many plantations as I can.” 
 
    “Now, that part is appealing to me,” Leinjar said, still maintaining eye contact with the old man. Crushaw held the dwarf’s gaze, staring deeply into those crazy eyes. While Leinjar might appear mad, the general knew that he was a shrewd and cunning leader. “You believe that I intend to turn south myself and do the same, so if we join forces, it will make both of our tasks easier. Am I correct?” 
 
    “Perfectly so.” 
 
    “But what if we can’t take this fortress of yours? Or what if the act weakens us both so much we can’t turn south? Wouldn’t I be better off just attacking the orcs myself without this added distraction?” 
 
    “You owe the ogres,” Sylva said. “You said it yourself.” 
 
    Leinjar shifted his gaze to her and chuckled again. 
 
    “That’s the way I see it, anyway,” she added. 
 
    “I can’t make this decision lightly,” Leinjar replied, looking back at Crushaw. “I need to consult with my officers and consider it for a few days.” 
 
    “I would be disappointed if you didn’t,” Crushaw replied. 
 
    “So what of your army?” Leinjar asked. “I saw your prisoners on my way to your tent.” 
 
    Crushaw told him of the Massacre in Rugraknere, as most had taken to calling it. Leinjar listened intently, not interrupting once for clarification. Instead, his eyes burrowed into Crushaw’s, and had the old man not traveled so far with this dwarf and not seen him lead troops in battle, he would have sworn that the Tredjard hadn’t listened to a word he had said. His gaze betrayed no flicker of understanding or cognition, but Crushaw was certain the dwarf had absorbed every word. 
 
    “So it would seem that the Great Empire got ambushed while preparing to ambush the Kiredurks,” Leinjar said once Crushaw finished. “We all either got really lucky, or someone planned this out.” 
 
    “Oh, there was a plan,” Crushaw chuckled again. “You’ll never guess the puppet master, either.” 
 
    “Probably that wizard, Kwarck.” 
 
    “How did you guess that so easily?” Crushaw asked, genuinely astonished by the dwarf’s acuteness. 
 
    “First, he’s an elf, and I mean no disrespect by this, Sylva.” 
 
    “No, please speak freely.” 
 
    “But an elf living alone on the plains is something unusual in and of itself. Elves live in tight-knit, insular communities. There’s a reason he lives alone out in the middle of nowhere, yet is revered by all, even humans. He plays a long game.” 
 
    “Okay, I think I follow,” Crushaw said. 
 
    “Second, there’s a reason he had all that food stored, and not just to share with others who might get hungry. No, he was preparing for something.” 
 
    “Quite astute,” Sylva said softly. 
 
    “And finally, you were his ward, yet suddenly you’re leading an elven army. How did that come to pass if not through the wizard?” 
 
    “My friend, you do not disappoint,” Crushaw responded. “Sylva is right. You are most astute.” 
 
    “How did he know of the human’s plans?” 
 
    “I haven’t asked him yet, but I’d imagine spies. On his farm, he has healed many travelers and many soldiers. I’m sure more than one has repaid him with information.” 
 
    “Well, in the valley, we caught them completely unaware, as I said. In fact, I left this part out, but the officers were having a party when we attacked. Most of them weren’t even armed.” 
 
    “Our foes never saw us coming either. We could have slaughtered them down to the last man if we had chosen to.” 
 
    “So what’s your plan before Black Rock?” 
 
    “First, we’re gonna march the prisoners out beyond what was the old boundary between humans, elves, and dwarves. Then, we’ll release them to return to the fortress.” 
 
    “But why do that? I mean doesn’t that strengthen the garrison even more?” 
 
    “That’s my point!” Sylva exclaimed. 
 
    “You’re both taking too small a view of military strength,” Crushaw said, leaning back in his chair. “Yes, size of force matters, but what matters more is the fighting spirit of those in battle.” 
 
    “I can agree with that,” Leinjar returned. “But how does releasing these men help you there?” 
 
    “They just got annihilated for the first time in recent history by elves and dwarves in two separate battles. When they reach Black Rock, they will regale the garrison with tales of how fierce the enemy was. They will speak of your savagery in the valley and the elves’ swordsmanship in Rugraknere. The men protecting that fortress will fear our forces before we reach them, but on the other hand, our troops just won major victories against these men. When we engage them again, we will be emboldened by that success. Between the humans’ fear and our courage, we will enter the battle with a strong upper-hand.” 
 
    “I see your point,” Leinjar replied. “I can agree with that logic.” 
 
    “Keep in mind, Lord of Arms,” Crushaw said, grinning broadly. “There’s a reason I’ve never lost a pitched battle.” 
 
    “He loves to remind people of that, too,” Sylva said, her tone jocular. “If you give him half a chance, he’ll tell you again.” 
 
    “Well, having seen his stratagems in action at the Battle for Hard Hope, I’d say he’s earned the right to brag about it,” Leinjar returned a bit defensively. 
 
    “No, Sylva’s right,” Crushaw chuckled. “It seems that old age is making me a braggart. In my younger days, I never felt the need to boast. I was too busy running the army to waste my energy that way, but now, I do feel the need to brag on myself. How else am I to be remembered?” 
 
    “I for one tend to believe your name will be remembered for some time,” Sylva said soothingly. 
 
    “Agreed,” Leinjar said. “Every slave you led across the Pass of Hard Hope will spread your name far and wide.” 
 
    “You’re both too kind to an old man,” Crushaw said, rising from his seat and stretching. “What do you say we continue this conversation over chow? My stomach is rumbling, and they should be serving supper now.” 
 
    “You should stay here and let me have your supper brought to the tent,” Sylva pleaded. 
 
    “Nonsense!” Crushaw exclaimed. “A good leader should mingle with the troops he’ll lead into battle.” 
 
    “They need to know you are one of them,” Leinjar added. 
 
    “Precisely! Sylva, this is why the Tredjards have held off the orcs for hundreds of years and why the Great Empire saved them for last to invade. They understand sound military principles.” 
 
    “I’m learning,” Sylva returned, lowering her eyes. 
 
    “Yes, you are,” Crushaw agreed. “And you’ll make a fine military leader one day. Right now, you’re a good fighter and a fine leader, but you have a lot to learn about leading an army into battle. You would be well-served listening to Leinjar. He knows his business.” 
 
    “In my youth, I was well-trained,” the dwarf replied sheepishly. 
 
    “Come, both of you,” Crushaw said, moving towards the tent flap. “Let’s see what variation of corn and bread our nomads have concocted tonight.” 
 
    Without waiting for their reply or looking back to make certain they were following, Crushaw strode from the tent and made his way towards the kitchen wagons. He knew they would follow without question because that’s what people did when he uttered a command. Most of the elves had already lined up for their evening meal, but the few stragglers who remained at their billets saluted him as he passed. Crushaw returned the salutes and greeted them accordingly. 
 
    Now that the elves had a successful battle behind them, he could sense a change in their demeanor. For many, the change was positive, an up swell in confidence and faith in their abilities, but for most, the change was not quite so positive. They had become slightly arrogant in their conduct and had begun to slack on drills and discipline. He would have to crack down en force first thing the next day. There was much work to do before Black Rock would fall, and he needed them sharper and crisper for that fight. They would resist him at first and would resent him all over again, but in the end, his will would win out. His will always outlasted that of his soldiers, and ultimately, they would be a better fighting force because of it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Suvene ran the whetstone along his blade, eyeing the edge closely to ensure that he was maintaining an even stroke. Beside him, Alysea organized the herbs Kwarck had left her for the thousandth time. She was still unsure of herself as a healer, but Suvene believed that in time her skills would rival even the old hermit’s. She had an eye for detail, a flawless memory, and the desire to learn everything she could. In his experiences as a soldier, those skills could carry someone quite far, and he was certain they would serve her well as a healer. 
 
    “My father says you’re a hero,” she said, not looking up from the bottles and vials. 
 
    “Is that so?” Suvene said, his tone amused. 
 
    “I overheard him talking to a couple of the officers. He says your training was what carried the day in the battle.” 
 
    “Crushaw trained troops as well,” Suvene responded, not entirely comfortable with the praise but enjoying it coming from her. 
 
    “Yes, but Dad says that you trained the majority because the old man couldn’t quite keep up.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that. He had more duties than just teaching swordplay.” 
 
    “Well,” Alysea said, looking up at him at last. “Just know that many of us agree that you’re a hero and deserve a special place among us.” 
 
    “I’m grateful,” Suvene returned, the familiar warmth filling him as he stared into her eyes. She didn’t look away as she often did when he made eye contact with her. Instead, she held his gaze and smiled at him. 
 
    “I’m proud of you,” she said. “You’ve come a long way from when I found you in the trees.” 
 
    “Thanks to your kindness,” he said, losing his nerve and breaking eye contact first. 
 
    “No, you deserve the credit for embracing this life, for letting go of the past and allowing change to happen.” 
 
    Suvene blew on his blade, and a fine cloud of metallic dust lifted from the edge. He wanted so badly to tell her how he felt for her, but the fear was too much. She was an elf, he an orc. Most likely, she would laugh at him if he expressed how she filled his heart with warmth and light and how he couldn’t get her off his mind no matter how hard he tried. She haunted him as his first thought in the morning, his last thought at night, and most of the in between. He couldn’t bear the thought of her laughing at him when he burned so intently for her. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” he answered, still staring at his blade and trying to collect himself. 
 
    “Don’t lie to me,” she insisted. “Something just made your eyes fill with sadness. I want to know what?” 
 
    “Just thinking about home,” he lied. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Alysea said, reaching over and touching his hand. At her touch, electricity raced up his arm. 
 
    “It’s okay. There are just things I can never have now, and it overtakes me at times.” 
 
    “I’m here if you need me,” she said, smiling again. “And you do have friends here now. Please, know that.” 
 
    Suvene looked away again. Her kindness and tenderness made him want her all the more, and his emotions made him ache inside. His whole life had been spent in military training. He could count on one hand the number of poems he had read in his whole life, and he had never even considered the possibility that he might want to write one himself one day. Now, however, with his heart full of love for this elf he could most likely never have but also breaking from that knowledge, he desperately wanted some way to express this anguish. And here she sat, mere inches away, completely oblivious to the torment her presence caused him. 
 
    “We should eat,” she said, returning the herbs to the bag. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m hungry,” Suvene mumbled. 
 
    “Nonsense. We marched all day, and you practiced your footwork this evening. You need nourishment.” 
 
    She rose from her seat and grabbed his elbow, tugging on his arm. He placed his sword on his billet, dropped the whetstone into its pouch, and stood as well. She grinned again and turned in the direction of the stoves, moving with the grace of a leopard. Suvene followed closely, admiring the grace of her steps as she picked her way across the trampled snow without so much as slipping. He couldn’t imagine a life without her, but he also couldn’t see a way for them to be together. The combination was nearly more than he could handle. She glanced back once, the pink rays of the sunset glinting off her sparkling eyes, and smiled at him again. Suvene smiled back, but inside, he wanted to cry. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two weeks later, Crushaw stood at the head of his army and faced General Strauteefe once again. They had crossed the Londoleon River the day before, the old boundary between the humans, elves, and dwarves, and now, the prisoners had already been marched out ahead of the three armies. Out here on the plains, the snows weren’t nearly as deep as they had been in Rugraknere, but the wind came down from the north like a dagger and drove right through his clothing, chilling him to his core. He resisted the urge to shiver in front of his former pupil and tightened his face into mask of granite. 
 
    “I trust you have been treated well?” he asked. 
 
    “I have no complaints,” Strauteefe replied, holding his gaze. 
 
    “And your men?” Crushaw probed. 
 
    “As far as I can tell, they have been treated fairly for prisoners of war.” 
 
    “Good. At the very least, you deserve that respect. You should have enough food to see you to Black Rock.” 
 
    “I am grateful for your mercy.” 
 
    “My mercy is out of respect for our friendship,” Crushaw said, his voice peremptory. “Keep in mind what I told you. If any from the Great Empire cross back into our lands, we will not be so polite.” 
 
    “You have made that point clear,” Strauteefe replied, his eyes narrowing. “But we both know that I or someone else will be sent back to avenge this defeat.” 
 
    Crushaw gave a slight nod of confirmation, still not breaking eye contact. 
 
    “And to be honest,” Strauteefe continued. “I look forward to the rematch.” 
 
    “Then, you are a fool,” Crushaw stated, his voice as cold as the wind. 
 
    “Next time, you will not catch me by surprise.” 
 
    “There are many layers of surprise,” Crushaw returned, which caused a moment of doubt to flicker through Strauteefe’s eyes. “Keep your men at home, or return to certain death. Either way is fine by me.” 
 
    “I’ll take my leave, now,” Strauteefe said, turning and walking after his soldiers who were already marching onward. He went a few feet and then paused and turned back to Crushaw. “I am grateful for your kindness and am glad you aren’t rotting in some dwarven village.” 
 
    Crushaw merely raised his hand in farewell, and Strauteefe resumed his march. The old man watched him for a few heartbeats and then turned to face the officers who had lined up behind him. There were still three hours until sunset, so we wanted the soldiers put through a series of drills before sunset. As he had presumed, the elves were resisting his efforts to improve their discipline, but so far, all had obeyed him without fail. Even the Tredjards had joined in on the training, with Leinjar fully embracing Crushaw’s training methods. Those dwarves were a sturdy lot. Once the next battle commenced, they would fortify his right flank nicely. In his mind, he could see the positions around Black Rock clearly and already knew how he wanted to deploy the troops. But that was in the future. For now, his first goal was to tighten up his ranks and then procure enough food to sustain the siege, in that order. The battle itself would have to wait. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    And Mercy Finds a Place 
 
      
 
    Molgheon returned to the old dwarf’s home after another unsuccessful day of searching for Torkdohn. She had learned that the lady’s name was Kohlnomere, and she was a distant cousin to Bordorn on his mother’s side. Ever since the invasion, her life had been devoted to the Resistance, and she wanted nothing more than to see the Great Empire expelled from all Ghaldeon lands and the kingdom reunited. As much as she abhorred humans and traitorous dwarves, she loved loyal Ghaldeons more. 
 
    For nearly three weeks, Molgheon had combed the city in search of the slave trader. She had visited every bar and tavern and inn she could locate, some places so grimy even she felt unsafe going inside. But no one had seen him, and with the few silver coins Kohlnomere had given her to offer for information, Molgheon was certain that at least one person would have come forward if they had had information. 
 
    In part, Molgheon was beginning to wonder Torkdohn was still in the city. She was certain he had been here, no doubt of that fact. Her tracking skills were simply too refined to have gotten that part wrong, but given that not one dwarf had recognized his description, she couldn’t imagine that someone was hiding him that well. To her, the next step would be to find out where he had gone, and for that, she would probably have to start interacting with dwarves involved with the slave trade, traitors that they were. It would be dangerous work, and she would have to be on her highest alert for traps and double-crosses, but she couldn’t see any other way to pick up his trail again. 
 
    “You look absolutely dejected,” Kohlnomere said as Molgheon slumped into a chair in the living room, not even bothering to remove the winter coat the old dwarf had loaned her. 
 
    “I’m at a dead end,” the archer answered. 
 
    “Well, I have good news.” 
 
    “Have you learned something about Torkdohn?” Molgheon asked, leaning forward. 
 
    “Not directly, no,” Kohlnomere returned. “But the dwarf who can probably answer your questions has finally agreed to see you.” 
 
    “That Belderheon you told me about?” 
 
    “The very one,” Kohlnomere said, beaming. 
 
    “What took him so long?” 
 
    “He’s the cautious sort,” Kohlnomere replied. “He moves deliberately or not at all.” 
 
    “When can I see him?” Molgheon inquired. 
 
    “Tonight, if you’re up to it.” 
 
    Molgheon practically leapt from the seat in response. 
 
    “Let me gather my things, and I’ll take you.” 
 
    Molgheon could sense that she was suddenly close to picking up a scent. She had heard the name Belderheon from dozens of sources, and all had intoned that he ran the city from the dwarven side of things. Absolutely nothing happened among the new Resistance members without his approval, and a few had even suggested that he had practically ended the slave trade out of Sturdeon, as well. According to them, his influence had such reach that even the shadow market couldn’t function without him any longer. 
 
    He had been a highly renowned captain during the original Resistance, serving directly beneath the highest ranking general in the Ghaldeon army. Molgheon remembered his name, though she had never met him. Back then, he had been known as the general’s chief organizer, able to keep track of prodigious amounts of information without needing to write anything down, which had proven immensely helpful for a dispossessed army that had to lurk in the dark corners and strike in furtive bursts. If his wits were still keen, Molgheon could easily believe that he now ruled over the burgeoning renascence of the Resistance. 
 
    While Kohlnomere readied herself, Molgheon scampered to her room and retrieved her bow from the closet. She removed her coat and positioned the bow around her torso at such an angle that the coat would hide it. When she put it back on, only the bow’s upper tip bulged against her left shoulder, so she retrieved a scarf from the closet and draped it over her shoulder and around her neck in a way that not only hid the protrusion but also looked somewhat stylish. Anyone who saw her would not suspect that she was carrying an illegal weapon through the city streets. Instead, with the nice coat and scarf, she would look like a prosperous lady out for a night’s entertainment at the theater or something similar. 
 
    Since she couldn’t also comfortably conceal her entire quiver, she settled for tucking a couple of arrows into her belt so they pressed against her back. She wouldn’t be able to sit like that, but the arrangement should be sufficient until she either returned here or located Torkdohn this night. If Belderheon did have news about the slave trader, she would want to strike immediately instead of backtracking to the house and then returning to the streets. If the former officer didn’t know anything useful or if Torkdohn had already left the city, she could simply come home and figure out her next steps. 
 
    “Okay, dear,” Kohlnomere said from the doorway. “I’m ready to go. That scarf looks lovely on you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Molgheon said, blushing. While she had never been a vain person, ever since Torkdohn had cut her face, she had grown highly self-conscious of her appearance. She detested the way people either snapped their attention away from her as rapidly as possible or gawked at the scars shamelessly. Though she had known that many had considered her a pretty dwarf before, she had always carried herself in a manner that had made her just another face in the crowd. Now, she missed the comfort of anonymity. 
 
    “And that’s a pretty masterful job of hiding your bow,” Kohlnomere added, winking. “I know it’s there, and I can barely even detect it.” 
 
    “Why do you think I have my bow?” Molgheon asked, feigning innocence. 
 
    “Well, dear, you are possibly on the cusp of finding the dwarf you plan to execute for his many crimes. Knowing that, it’s not a far leap to guess that you would want your weapon close at hand.” 
 
    “But it’s not visible?” Molgheon pressed. 
 
    “Quite a clever job,” Kohlnomere said, shaking her head. “Now, let’s get going before Belderheon changes his mind.” 
 
    They slipped out of the cozy home into the street. For her age, Kohlnomere moved swiftly, and with the bow and arrows making the archer’s back stiff, Molgheon struggled to keep up. They zigzagged through the city for nearly an hour, rarely moving in one direction for more than a handful of minutes. Kohlnomere had obviously spent a lifetime avoiding sentries and losing tails, and Molgheon was impressed by the skills. She couldn’t have moved in a more surreptitious manner herself. As they walked, the cold air gusted from the north and caused both ladies to draw their coats tighter against their bodies. 
 
    Like any important city, Sturdeon bustled even at night, despite a cold and miserable one such as this. The streets were full of dwarves and some humans going to their favorite bars or visiting friends or sneaking off to get into mischief. Molgheon much preferred the solitude of Bressard’s mountain to this activity and throng, but she had been trained to push aside not just physical discomfort but mental and emotional as well in order to get a job done. She could deal with the city for a little while longer in order to finish this task. 
 
    Finally, Kohlnomere reached a nondescript home in the back of a short alley. She rapped on the door in three shorts knocks, and a moment later another elderly dwarf opened the door and motioned them inside. It took a moment for Molgheon’s eyes to adjust to the brighter light inside, and when she did, she wasn’t surprised to see that she was inside a common parlor, just like thousands of others all over the city, but from her days in the Resistance, she knew that somewhere there was a trapdoor that led down to the sewers. The two elderly dwarves spoke briskly, exchanging a quick briefing on each other’s status, and after the exchange, the hostess led them to an alcove in an interior hallway. 
 
    At first glance, there was nothing unusual about the alcove, but the elderly dwarf twisted a sconce farther down the hallway, and a panel shifted open. Kohlnomere motioned for Molgheon to remove her coat and instructed her to leave her bow and arrows with the hostess. Then, she climbed onto the alcove and crawled into opening. After shedding the coat, Molgheon handed over the items as instructed. The elderly dwarf suggested that she put the coat back on before proceeding, and again, the archer obeyed. Once the coat was on, she climbed onto the alcove and followed Kohlnomere. 
 
    A set of wooden stairs descended at a perilous angle, but she managed them easily enough. At the bottom, she found herself in a typical cellar, which contained the standard food storage one would expect to find in any dwarven household. However, Kohlnomere had located a fake barrel in the far corner, one disguised to look so dilapidated that it might disintegrate at the slightest touch, but in fact, the wood was still in excellent shape, just merely colored to appear aged. She pulled it forward, revealing the trapdoor Molgheon had expected. 
 
    “Give me a hand,” Kohlnomere said, pointing at the handle. 
 
    Molgheon got a good grip, and together, the two dwarves pulled the stone door open. 
 
    “I’ll wait here,” Kohlnomere continued. “At the bottom of this ladder, go left. When you reach the split, go left again. You’ll come to a door. Knock twice and wait. Two knocks. No more, no less. If there’s a raid here, this door will be sealed, and you’ll be shown another way out. Otherwise, I’ll be waiting for your return.” 
 
    Molgheon nodded and started towards the ladder. She stopped short and turned back to Kohlnomere, who gazed at her with the patience only the elderly have learned. Overcome by gratitude, Molgheon reached out and hugged the old lady. 
 
    “Hurry, dear,” Kohlnomere whispered, hugging her back. “He’s not the most patient dwarf.” 
 
    Molgheon released her hold and descended the ladder without looking back. The rungs were solid iron hammered deep into the bedrock of Sturdeon, and there were dozens as they went deep underneath the city. As she climbed down, Molgheon knew that this ladder led not to the sewers but to an even deeper and more secluded series of tunnels that few dwarves and most likely no humans even knew about. During the war, she had been down here once, when she had been conferred into the elite forces, and that experience had been one of the most exhilarating and terrifying of her life. Now, as she moved down rung after rung, she remembered the excitement of being accepted into that prestigious group. While she regretted nothing, sometimes she wondered how different her life might have been if she had remained a regular archer. 
 
    When she finally reached the bottom, she was glad that she had worn the coat, for the air was frigid, and even though the exertion of the climb had kept her warm, she knew that wouldn’t last long. A fresh torch had been left for her beside the ladder, so she pulled it from the sconce and turned left. She followed the tunnel to the split and then followed the left branch until it ended at a doorway. Composing herself into a mask of indifference, she knocked twice and waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    And waited even longer. Several times she had to resist the urge to knock twice again. She knew this was merely another level of precaution meant to gauge her ability to follow instructions. If she knocked again, Molgheon was certain that one of two outcomes would occur: either the door would never open until she was long gone or she would be filled with arrows or something equally as lethal. Either way, she would never be granted an audience with Belderheon if she failed this test. Finally, as the torch showed the first signs of dying and she was on the verge of giving up and returning to the ladder, the door slowly opened. 
 
    “Enter, daughter of the Resistance,” a voice called from inside. 
 
    Molgheon stepped through the doorway and had to squint from the sudden brightness. The warmth of the room was a welcome relief from the chill of the tunnel. She was greeted by two thickly muscled dwarves, young Ghaldeons in their physical primes. They instructed her to turn and face the wall with her palms pressed against the stone. Reluctantly, she acquiesced and shuddered as they patted her down for weapons. When they finished, the older of the two apologized for the necessity and asked her to follow him. He led her through another door, where a dwarf perhaps ten years older than herself sat behind a desk. 
 
    “Thank you, sergeant,” the dwarf, presumably Belderheon, said to her escort. “You may leave us, now.” 
 
    The sergeant saluted sharply and hustled out the door. When he was gone, Belderheon crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back in his seat. His countenance conveyed the mannerisms of one used to giving orders and having them followed without question. His beard, though thick and braided into one solid strand, was completely gray, as was the hair at his temples. He wore no hat, and his clothes were clean and pressed. Everything about him spoke of leadership and confidence, which reminded Molgheon of Crushaw during the Battle of Hard Hope, and as he eyed her, his face betrayed no secrets. 
 
    “I understand you seek information,” he said briskly, his voice raspy from the years of barking orders at subordinates. 
 
    “Yes,” Molgheon replied, holding his gaze. 
 
    “And what do I receive in exchange for this information?” 
 
    “What do you require?” Molgheon asked, matching his icy tone. 
 
    “I’ve been told you were a soldier in the Resistance,” Belderheon said. “And that you were in Rugraknere not so long ago.” 
 
    “That’s correct,” Molgheon stated, wondering just how much information Kohlnomere had shared. She trusted the lady but still wasn’t sure about him. 
 
    “Have you heard the news of the uprising on the road to Murkdolm?” he asked. 
 
    “In passing,” Molgheon asked, unsure of the connection. “Seems some laborers got into it with hussars from the Great Empire.” 
 
    “That’s how it ended, yes,” Belderheon said, unable to keep a hint of excitement from his voice. “But it began as one dwarf attacking the squad. And not just a dwarf. A Kiredurk.” 
 
    “A Kiredurk?” Molgheon asked, somewhat perplexed. She couldn’t fathom the circumstances that could have instigated that encounter. 
 
    “That’s right, and according to my sources, not just an ordinary Kiredurk, either. This one seems to be some kind of physical giant as far as Kiredurks go.” 
 
    “Roskin?” Molgheon whispered. Because of his mixed race, he was the tallest dwarf she knew. 
 
    “So you do know him?” 
 
    “Yes, but what’s he doing here?” Molgheon asked, truly puzzled. The last she had seen of Roskin was when he had tried to rescue her from Torkdohn. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I want to find out,” Belderheon stated. “So my proposal to you is simple. If I share the information you seek, you will go find out why the Kiredurk heir is attacking the Great Empire two days from my city.” 
 
    “Are you certain it’s Roskin?” 
 
    “How many ‘giant’ Kiredurks can there be?” Belderheon asked. 
 
    “You have a point,” Molgheon muttered. “I can do that easily enough.” 
 
    “Excellent,” he said, his tone not changing. “My sources say you were an archer, and a pretty good one. Is that true, too?” 
 
    “I was in an elite unit under Captain Tohlomere.” 
 
    “An elite archer, no less,” Belderheon replied, not a trace of sarcasm in his voice. “Unfortunately, our paths never crossed, so I have no memory of you, but I have one more stipulation before I share your information.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Molgheon asked, not liking the direction this was moving. 
 
    “If Roskin is healthy enough to travel, bring him here. He has become a symbol to our people, and his presence will ignite the revolt that’s been simmering for so long.” 
 
    “And if he’s not?” 
 
    “Return to the city yourself and join us in this fight. We always need skilled veterans.” 
 
    “I guess I have no choice, do I?” Molgheon muttered. She had no wish to become embroiled in the fighting all over again. She had done her part. She just wanted to go home. 
 
    “We always have a choice,” he replied, smiling at her, the first change in his expression. “But if you want to know where you can find the slave trader Torkdohn, those are my conditions.” 
 
    “Fine,” Molgheon said, nodding her agreement. 
 
    “He entered the city a few days ahead of you, traveling by wagon. He attempted to acquire a new insignia designating him as a slave trader, but unfortunately for him, his request was made to one of my agents who has infiltrated the enemy’s network. Instead of supplying him with the insignia, my person delivered him to another slave trader, one who is also my agent and sells traitors like Torkdohn to the humans and orcs. 
 
    “He was acquired by a human who runs a restaurant, The Golden Knife, near the eastern barracks. He works as a dishwasher for fourteen hours a day, with no days off. His life is quite miserable, I can assure you, and, given those fresh scars and your willingness to meet my conditions, is probably about to become much shorter.” 
 
    “Is that a problem?” 
 
    “If it were, you wouldn’t be sitting here now,” Belderheon explained. “You are a daughter of the Resistance. He is a traitor. To me, you have the right to exact justice for whatever crimes he has committed, but I do warn you of one thing.” 
 
    He paused and waited for Molgheon to raise her eyebrows in response. 
 
    “If you fail to fulfill your end of our bargain, my agents will find you and kill you, without question. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Molgheon replied, falling effortlessly into the old military protocol. “I do not renege on deals.” 
 
    “Our day is upon us,” he said, standing from his seat and extending his hand. Molgheon also stood and shook it. “The dwarves of this city are ready to rise again and cast off these tyrants. Our brothers and sisters who fell before will be avenged, and our duty will finally be fulfilled.” 
 
    “I will be grateful for that hour,” Molgheon agreed. 
 
    Belderheon came from around his desk and strode to the door. Even his walk exuded leadership, and Molgheon found herself admiring him in spite of herself. As a soldier who had fought the majority of her battles behind enemy lines, she cared little for officers and leaders who didn’t escort troops into battle. However, after this meeting, she felt certain that he was the right dwarf to lead the Ghaldeons through whatever turbulent days lay ahead. Surprisingly, she also found herself much more comfortable with the idea of joining the fight than she would have ever expected. Perhaps it was his leadership or the promise of finally winning the war, but either way, she was strangely calm about the certain dangers she would face. 
 
    “After you exact your justice,” Belderheon said, opening the door for her. “Return to Kohlnomere’s home. There will be instructions waiting for you for locating the Kiredurk heir and an agent who will show you our improved way for coming and going. You’re lucky you didn’t die entering the river that way this time of year.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Molgheon said perfunctorily at the admonishment. She stepped into the antechamber where the two soldiers still stood guard. 
 
    “Good luck to you, and I look forward to your return to the city.” 
 
    With that, Belderheon closed the door behind her. The sergeant smiled at her and handed her a fresh torch. He, too, wished her luck as he opened the main door and ushered her back into the tunnel. She hurried back to the ladder, anxious to make her way to The Golden Knife and complete her mission. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Belderheon sat back at his desk and stroked his beard. So it was true, Molgheon really was in Sturdeon. Not only that, but she was willing to serve the Resistance once again. He couldn’t believe his good fortune. In his personal pantheon of heroes from the war, she was one of five he held in the highest esteem. Three of the others were dead now, and one had been left crippled by the fighting. But Molgheon was still alive, and what he could tell still physically capable. He had noticed no trembling in her hands, no stiffness in her fingers, no delay in her reactions. 
 
    He wished he had been able to express his admiration for her directly, but in his experience, that diminished a leader’s effectiveness in a soldier’s mind. One who thinks they are esteemed by a superior is more likely to become lax in their attentiveness, even one as skilled as her. No, it was far better to present the façade of unfamiliarity than to shower her with praise. If the good fortune persisted and they both survived the coming fight, he would tell her afterwards. He hadn’t completely lied to her, however. The uprising did need symbols, and with or without Roskin, she would be one. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Molgheon crept along the restaurant’s outer wall, keeping to the shadows and stepping silently across the packed dirt of the alley. The building was a one of the newer wooden ones erected by the humans, and as such, its construction struck Molgheon as shoddy and unseemly, hardly worthy of the splendor of the dwarven structures that graced the city. While perhaps not as skilled as the ancient Kiredurks, the Ghaldeon masons who had built most of the structures were superb masters of their craft. The lines of their blocks were straight and even, and after hundreds of years their mortar showed no signs of deterioration. On the other hand, this wooden monstrosity already showed signs of rot around the base, and in some places, the paint was chipped and peeling so badly that Molgheon could see it even in the dark. 
 
    Belderheon had said that Torkdohn worked as a dishwasher, so she figured her best chance of attacking him would be to find a window that looked into the kitchen area and fire her best shot at him from the outside. As long as she could get a clear line of sight, she was certain she could kill him with one arrow. The biggest obstacle would be to lift the window unnoticed, for she was certain that on a night this cold, no windows would be left even partially open. Since this building had been built by humans, the window would probably also be a little tall for her, so she would need to find something to stand on to get her shot. 
 
    When she had passed it, the dining area had been nearly empty, so she knew she didn’t have long to locate him, open the window, and let fly her arrow. There was no telling how many dishes would be left to wash at this point in the night, but she knew from running her own tavern that the proprietors would want to finish and leave as quickly as possible. She had no idea where Torkdohn slept at night. If it was somewhere in the restaurant, she would obviously be better off waiting until everyone was gone, but if he spent his nights elsewhere, she would need to act now to not miss her chance. 
 
    At last she reached the rear wall of the restaurant and spotted two windows. Both were too tall for her, so she rummaged through the trash piled up behind the building and found a discarded crate. The first window looked into some sort of storage room full of extra chairs, tablecloths, and other sundries, but the second looked directly into the dishwashing area. She saw him instantly, and for the first time since she had gone through the elite service training, her emotions nearly overwhelmed her rational thoughts. Her heart pounded in her chest, her stomach suddenly filled with acid, and her breath came in quick gasps as an unspeakable rage flooded her. 
 
    The slave trader looked to have aged ten years since the last time she had seen him. Dark circles sagged beneath his eyes, and his skin hung from his body where he had thinned out from malnutrition. He hair was matted with sweat as he hoisted dish after dish into the steaming, soapy water to wash and then into the steaming, clear water to rinse. He was secured to the cast iron sink by a thick chain around his left ankle. He was barefoot, and his pants legs were rolled up slightly to keep them off of the wet floor. The thick clasp of the shackle had rubbed his flesh raw, and the skin was red and inflamed with infection. 
 
    Molgheon gritted her teeth as she eyed him. Quietly, she reached out and lifted on the window to see if it would open. To her surprise, it wasn’t locked and actually raised quite easily. As silently as she could, she opened it as high as she could lift it and then stepped down from the crate to remove her coat and retrieve her bow and arrow. Suddenly, a human voice filled the dishwashing room: 
 
    “What have I told you about opening this window?” 
 
    “But I didn’t,” Torkdohn croaked, his voice old and feeble. 
 
    “I guess it opened itself,” the man continued. 
 
    “But I can’t even reach it,” Torkdohn offered. 
 
    The distinct sound of fists striking flesh punctuated the air, followed by the crash of a body falling into a stack of dishes. The person charged across the room towards the window. At the sound of the footsteps, Molgheon pressed herself against the wall as tightly as possible and held her breath. The window slammed shut, which muffled the man’s voice, but she could still distinctly hear him tell Torkdohn to clean up his mess and get back to work before he got a real beating. 
 
    After the footsteps receded, she unwound the scarf, unbuttoned her coat and shrugged it off, and placed them on the ground beside the crate. As quickly as she could, she readied the bow and arrow before climbing back onto the crate and peering into room again. Blood trickled from a gash in his cheek and a split in his lip, staining his already filthy beard. He moved sluggishly around the room and gathered the dishes that had been scattered when the man had knocked him down. Molgheon had not seen a more broken or dispirited dwarf since the months immediately after the Resistance had dissolved. 
 
    Even so, no pity stirred in her heart for him. He had sent countless dwarves to fates as bad or worse, so whatever beatings he had received were justified. However hard his labor and however long his days, he had deserved every second of misery. Now, his moment of judgment was at hand, and she would avenge not only her scars but all of the suffering he had caused. Hate, pure and undiluted, poured through her as she watched him shuffle back to the sink and resume washing the dishes. 
 
    Fearing that the human would return if she fully opened the window again, Molgheon raised it just enough to fit the arrowhead through and then notched her bow. Adjusting her feet on the crate, she balanced herself and took aim. She pulled back on the string, the tension all too familiar in her hand. She exhaled slowly, steadying her aim, and prepared to fire. In a moment, it would all be over. 
 
    But would it really? she thought. 
 
    The suddenness of the notion startled her and threw off her aim, so she slowly relaxed the string and composed herself. She had come through so much to find this dwarf, and now, it was time to complete her task, but for some reason, the thought would not leave her. Would killing him be the end? Standing there on that crate with him easily in her sights, she couldn’t find an easy yes. 
 
    Killing him would not erase her scars. It would not restore the illusion of sanctuary she had felt on Bressard’s land. It would not take away the shame of having been displayed as bait in a cage. Killing him would do nothing for any of that. It might give her a moment of satisfaction, but after that, she couldn’t say. 
 
    And what if he had a son or daughter she didn’t know about? Or a niece or nephew? There was a good chance one day that person might come after her for revenge. Did she really want to live the rest of her days wondering if today was the day they came for it? And if they did, Roskin or Leinjar one would then want to avenge her death. Where would it stop? Again, she couldn’t answer easily. Up to this moment, she had been so driven by hatred and anger that she hadn’t considered any alternative to killing him as punishment. Now, with the moment so close at hand, she couldn’t say that this would be the best outcome for her. 
 
    Yes, he was a monster. Yes, he deserved to forfeit his life, but this fate he now endured seemed an even worse punishment. His prestige among the humans was gone. His body was ravaged by the toll of endless labor and the anguish of malnutrition. He was at the mercy of cruel masters, just as every dwarf he had ever sold into slavery had been, and that seemed a much more fitting sentence than a quick death. Molgheon lowered her bow and stared at him. 
 
    The scars on her cheeks would remain for the rest of her life. That was true. Nothing could be done about that, but she had survived and recovered from worse than what Torkdohn had done to her. There was no reason to think she couldn’t do it again. In that moment, she thought of her husband on his deathbed, ravaged by pain and terrified of death until the morning of the day he had died. Then, inexplicably, he had become eerily calm and had looked at her with those passionate green eyes of his. 
 
    “I forgive him,” he had said. 
 
    “Who?” she had asked. 
 
    “The soldier who stuck that sword through me,” he had returned, managing a slight smile. 
 
    “Well, I don’t,” she had said, stroking his cheek. 
 
    “You should try it,” he had said. “I can face this now. I’m not scared anymore.” 
 
    With that, he had drifted back to sleep, and those had been his last words to her. Now, she pondered them intently as she continued to stare at Torkdohn, who was still oblivious to her presence. Forgiveness. Perhaps it was time she tried it. Perhaps Carloghone had been right all along. She reached out and shut the window, before stepping down from the crate. Kohlnomere was waiting for her just up the street and Roskin two days’ walk away. Shivering in the icy wind, she re-hid the bow beneath the coat and scarf and retraced her steps out of the alley. For the first time in as long as she could remember, she wasn’t full of anger and hate for the slave trader, and she knew that she would need to find something healthier to replace those feelings. Right now, however, she shifted her focus to finding Roskin, who had somehow gotten himself embroiled in the new Ghaldeon Resistance, whether he knew it or not, and she was curious to learn how that had come to pass. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Amidst the Chaos 
 
      
 
    King Sondious reread the report for the fifth time, hoping that perhaps he had missed something. The General of Dorkhun was claiming there was evidence of troops from the Great Empire in Rugraknere and that reinforcements should be sent to the eastern gate in case an invasion was planned. The mere idea was preposterous. To his knowledge, the Great Empire hadn’t pushed that far north, and it made far more sense for them to attack from the Snivegohn Valley where they would have a supply line stretching back to Sturdeon if needed. No, to the king, this report stank of a poorly laid trap by Roskin and the other rebels. 
 
    If he did reinforce the eastern gate, most likely, Roskin would attack from the south, and given how thin the troop levels had become now that the General of Dorkhun had betrayed the throne and King Sondious had been forced to dispatch two regiments to hunt him down, the rebel force could easily swarm the capital. However, surrounding it was one matter but taking it another, as the rebels would soon learn. In the king’s mind, his best course of action was to ignore this report and keep every available troop in Dorkhun. That way, when Roskin made his move, he would find a heavily fortified capital. 
 
    “Burn this rubbish,” the king said, flinging the report into the middle of the council chamber floor. 
 
    “My king,” Master Dohreleesh said, bowing her head. “There have been reports for months of a human force marshalling in Rugraknere. Perhaps...” 
 
    “Perhaps we are fortunate you are not in charge,” King Sondious snapped. “You would blunder into the first trap set, and then where would the kingdom be?” 
 
    “Your highness,” Master Rhondoral began. “What if the Great Empire had been preparing an attack on two fronts?” 
 
    “Are you daft?” the king grumbled. 
 
    “How did these people become council members?” Jase called from the far corner of the room. 
 
    “A just question, indeed,” King Sondious muttered. 
 
    “It wouldn’t hurt to send a scout out from the eastern gate to survey the area,” Master Rhondoral persisted. 
 
    “All of you would just hand my throne to my enemies!” King Sondious bellowed, slamming his fists onto the polished stone table. 
 
    “Your highness, please,” Master Rhondoral continued. 
 
    “I am the king! Do you hear me?” 
 
    Several voices murmured assent. 
 
    “If I say that report is kindling, then that report should be tossed in the fire. Not later. Now. I am your king!” 
 
    One of the aides scrambled to gather the parchment from the floor. 
 
    “If I say that none of you are worthy of those seats, you do not deserve to sit in this chamber. I am your king!” 
 
    Complete silence filled the room as the reverberations of his voice faded away. 
 
    “How many times do I have to say it? How many examples do I have to make? I am your king! I am your king! I am your king!” 
 
    “No,” a weak and feeble voice called from behind the king’s seat. “You are not.” 
 
    A murmur of disbelief ran through the chamber, and looks of astonishment came over every face King Sondious could see. 
 
    “Who dares?” he shouted. “Turn my chair. Turn it!” 
 
    His personal aide scrambled to turn his wheelchair so that he could face the soon-to-be-headless traitor. Standing in the doorway that led to the king’s private chambers in the Hall of Gronwheil was a gaunt, old dwarf who could barely support his own weight. On his left, an elf steadied the haggard dwarf, and on his right, the queen stared daggers into King Sondious’s heart. The first aspect he tried to process was how an elf had gotten into Dorkhun without his knowledge. Someone else’s head would roll for that lapse. The second part was how these three had gotten past all of the guards in this building to reach this place. The third piece was what about this old dwarf seemed so familiar... 
 
    “You should be ashamed,” the gaunt figure continued. “Betraying your king. Shaming your name. Dishonoring your family.” 
 
    “Who are you?” King Sondious roared. “Tell me before I end your existence.” 
 
    “Have your wits abandoned you so completely that you don’t recognize a lifelong friend? Or have I aged that much in my slumber?” 
 
    King Sondious examined the dwarf more intimately, leaning forward in his wheelchair to get that much closer. The features were so familiar that he knew he should know this dwarf. The forehead resembled old King Rosalnere’s, ninth king of the eighth kingdom, Kraganere’s father, but that was impossible. Rosalnere had been dead for twenty years. Still, the resemblance was uncanny. King Sondious peered intensely at the dwarf, the combination of rage and curiosity swirling through his mind as he tried to piece it together... 
 
    Suddenly, he realized who he was seeing and his mouth fell open. As impossible as it was, there was no mistaking the dwarf now. Somehow, despite his express instructions that the healers hinder any hope of recovery, Kraganere had awakened from the coma, which, by the terms of the deal with Roskin, immediately negated his reign as king. Sondious tried to process what was happening, but his mind couldn’t accept all of the pieces of information. 
 
    “So you do know me,” Kraganere said, shuffling another step closer. The council members had all risen from their seats and now knelt on the marble floor. 
 
    “Who’s this old geezer?” Jase asked, his beard stained with grease. 
 
    King Kraganere shifted his gaze in Jase’s direction. Despite his weakness and fragility, he radiated a regal sternness that only a lifetime of training and practice can accomplish. From his wheelchair, Sondious wanted to tell Jase to shut his mouth before he regretted his words, but no noise would escape the former king’s throat. However, even Jase, as uncultured and backwards as he was, could sense that he had just insulted the wrong dwarf, for the fat outcast tried to shrink in his seat to escape the eyes that burrowed into him. 
 
    “Guards, I don’t know who that dwarf is,” King Kraganere said, his voice still weak and raspy but filled with anger. “But escort him to a holding cell until I have time to deal with him.” 
 
    Two guards immediately stepped forward and hauled Jase to his feet, spilling his nearly empty plate and tankard in the process. 
 
    “But I’m the king’s special advisor,” the exile protested, looking at Sondious for confirmation. The guards began dragging him towards the main exit. 
 
    “If ever I require advice from the likes of him,” Kraganere huffed. “This council is instructed to pass the throne on to my heir.” 
 
    Then, the king turned his attention back to Sondious, who still couldn’t find his voice or fully comprehend what had just happened. Somehow, that elf must have healed Kraganere unnoticed by Sondious’s loyal subjects. Somehow, Roskin had gotten him into the castle, and Sondious, so enthralled by daily tasks of running the kingdom, had not noticed. If only he could punish the guards who had ignored this trespasser. If only he could summon his loyal soldiers back from hunting down the General of Dorkhun. He could still take the throne by force as he had begun before the earthquake. The Kiredurks needed a strong ruler. The kingdom deserved better than the chaos Kraganere and Roskin had unleashed. 
 
    “Because of our former friendship,” King Kraganere began. “I’ll give you the opportunity to move from my place at this table voluntarily, which is far more than you deserve.” 
 
    “All I’ve done, I did for the kingdom,” Sondious replied, meeting Kraganere’s eyes. Still, he motioned for his aide to roll him away from the king’s spot at the table. 
 
    “Even so,” Kraganere continued. “You betrayed the throne and, moreover, our friendship.” 
 
    The aide finished rolling Sondious away from the table and parked the chair so that the dwarf still faced the king. Kraganere shambled towards his position at the table, his wife and the elf still on each side. Two other guards had already dragged a chair into the space just occupied by the wheelchair. Utterly spent from crossing the short distance from the rear door to the table, the king collapsed into his seat and asked the council members to rise. As they got to their feet, the masters began clapping for the king, and within heartbeats, the room was filled the din of applause. Sondious lowered his head and stared at his crippled legs before him. How could they all turn on him so quickly, after all he had done for the kingdom? How could they welcome back such an ineffectual and pathetic leader? 
 
    “I move that Sondious hereby be named a traitor to this kingdom,” the king said when the applause died down. 
 
    “I second,” several masters called at once. 
 
    Sondious couldn’t believe this was happening. He had taken part in so many exile ceremonies, but here he was suddenly being banished himself. Not five minutes ago he had been king. Everything moved as if in a dream as the council unanimously approved the motion, each offering a quick synopsis of his supposed crimes against the kingdom. How could the legal king commit a crime against his own throne, Sondious wanted to ask, but again his voice failed him, and he merely listened to their voices in dismay. None of this seemed real. 
 
    “Again, this is more than your treachery deserves,” Kraganere said. “But I sentence you to banishment to Rugraknere. Be grateful your head will remain attached to your shoulders. Guards move him to a holding cell, as well, until we can arrange for suitable transport to one of the Rugraknere gates.” 
 
    Sondious looked around the room for one friendly face to greet him, but none were to be found. Instead, he received looks of pure hatred and disgust. Not one of these dwarves was worthy of judging him. Not one of them had been as fine of a master or as detailed of strategist or as capable of a leader. Not one of them had taken the initiative to save this kingdom as he had. Not one of them had had the courage to do the things he had done. Not a single one of them. Yet as a guard seized hold of his wheelchair and pushed him towards the main exit where Jase had just disappeared earlier, every set of eyes in the room was doing exactly that: judging him. 
 
    “Now,” Kraganere said as the council members found their seats. “Fill me in on where we stand, and speak slowly. I have the worst headache you can imagine.” 
 
    Sondious glanced over his shoulder as his wheelchair neared the exit. He wanted a glimpse of the council chamber for what would most likely be the final time. So much of his life had been spent in this room. So much of his energy had been spent overseeing this kingdom’s minutiae. His eyes lighted on his former seat as a master, the spot where he had spent the vast majority of that time and energy, and then they skittered over to the king’s seat at the fore of the chamber. He craned his neck to see the table’s polished surface reflecting torchlight one last time as the wheelchair crossed through the threshold and into the hallway. Another guard quickly closed the chamber door, and the one pushing his chair turned sharply right and moved in the direction of the stairs that led down to the cells. Sondious turned back around and stared forward. None of it seemed genuine, yet he knew that all of it had really just happened. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kwarck stood at King Kraganere’s left elbow and listened as the council outlined the state of the kingdom. Little of the news was good. As he had feared, Sondious had descended into a spiral of madness that had left him seeing plots against him in every bit of news. Because of this, all important business had been neglected in favor of absurd decisions to move troops from one unnecessary location to another or to send one group after another in pursuit of some phantom enemy that only existed in his mind. Now, the kingdom’s defenses were in utter disarray; important repairs, such as the roads, had been ignored; and crucial matters like the allocation of emergency food surpluses to townships devastated by the earthquake had been neglected. It would take months for the king and council to get everything back in order, and Kwarck wasn’t certain the king’s health could endure the toll the job would demand. 
 
    “There is one bit of good news,” Master Dohreleesh said. “Your daughters have taken charge of the rebuilding of this city. They have proven themselves brilliant engineers.” 
 
    “They get their math skills from their mother,” King Kraganere chuckled. “Certainly not from me.” 
 
    “Well, their efforts will benefit this kingdom for generations,” Master Dohreleesh continued. “The improvements to the city’s foundation are quite impressive.” 
 
    “Well, make sure they come see me this evening,” the king said, his voice distant and tired. “I want them to hear how proud I am.” 
 
    “Now, back to military matters,” Master Rhondoral said. “We need to recall all the troops Sondious scattered about and fortify our gates. We’re highly vulnerable to attacks at each one.” 
 
    “There will be no attacks,” King Kraganere countered. 
 
    “With all due respect,” the master said, shaking his head. “You cannot know that given your extended absence.” 
 
    “Tell them, Kwarck,” the king said. 
 
    “I just came from the Snivegohn Valley,” the hermit began. “The Great Empire was routed there by the three races of dwarves. No enemy will threaten the southern gate for many years.” Murmurs of approval went around the room. “As for Rugraknere, the Great Empire has also been driven from those lands by the elves and ogres.” 
 
    “The elves? Is that even possible?” a council member asked. 
 
    “Very much possible,” Kwarck retorted. “Your eastern and Rugraknere gates are also secure for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    “How can you know that? About the battle in Rugraknere, I mean?” Master Rhondoral asked. 
 
    “The elves share a bond,” Kwarck responded. “We can communicate with each other over vast distances.” 
 
    The council members, who had little experience with elves and though learned knew little about that race, exchanged doubtful glances. 
 
    “He speaks truth,” King Kraganere offered with his feeble voice. “Remember Sylva? She told me all about this communion they share.” 
 
    “So what do you think we should do?” a council member asked Kwarck directly. 
 
    “Send word to your army to secure and hold Rugraknere in case the Great Empire manages to send another force into those lands. Wait for the elven army to finish with its task of securing the border before you recall your troops home.” 
 
    “I tend to agree,” the king added. “Those dwarves have been marched from one place to another and back again. They need to rest and regroup, if nothing else. A little time in Rugraknere will benefit them and keep them in position to respond to any threats.” 
 
    “Your majesty,” Master Rhondoral said. “With all due respect, please try to appreciate the loose stones we’ve all had to tread upon for the last few months. How can we trust this stranger with the safety of the kingdom?” 
 
    The king steadied his gaze on the master, searching for words to address the question. A palpable tension filled the chamber, obviously a by-product of Sondious’s madness, for by Kwarck’s reckoning, King Kraganere was merely gathering his thoughts, which can be a slow and tedious process for anyone with a head injury. To the masters, however, their expressions betrayed that they were each bracing for some kind of outburst. Kwarck wanted to reassure them that the king was not angry, but he held his tongue, afraid any words he uttered now might rouse more suspicions. His best course of action was to wait for the king to speak. 
 
    “Master Rhondoral,” the queen began before the king could find his words. “Your loyalty is irreproachable. Your king and I are grateful for your efforts to keep the kingdom intact during this difficult time, but that question is so indecent it borders on inane.” 
 
    “My queen,” the master responded. “I respectfully disagree that the question is not only valid but essential.” 
 
    “Superficially, perhaps,” the queen said, taking a step forward from the king’s right side. All eyes followed her. “But think about the reality for a couple of heartbeats. Kwarck risked his life first to sneak into the kingdom and then into Dorkhun. For roughly three weeks, he hid and slept in secret passages so that he could heal my husband and restore him to the throne. Why would he risk his life, quite literally, only to betray us now? Wouldn’t it have been much easier to use Sondious’s madness against the kingdom?” 
 
    Several voices offered their agreement to her assessment, and Master Rhondoral lowered his eyes, clearly embarrassed that he hadn’t considered that perspective.  
 
    “Kwarck, please forgive the shortsightedness of an old dwarf,” he said, not looking up. “It would seems these dark days have dulled my wits.” 
 
    “Master Rhondoral,” Kwarck replied, his voice warm and conciliatory . “There is nothing to forgive. In your position, I would ask the same questions myself.” 
 
    “You are too kind to an old fool,” the master said, finally looking up, the embarrassment still etched on his aged face. 
 
    “Kindness seems to have been in short supply lately,” Kwarck continued. “But I find it to be a good foundation for friendship.” 
 
    “You speak wisdom,” the master agreed. 
 
    “Please know, I am here at the request of Roskin who, as we speak, works to secure the kingdom’s future.” 
 
    “How is the heir?” another master asked. 
 
    “He is safe and secure,” Kwarck lied, not wanting to worry the king. Then, he continued with the truth, “He helped gather the armies that expelled the Great Empire from the valley, and now he seeks to gather more Ghaldeons to rise up against the humans.” 
 
    Several masters muttered comments to each other about the bravery of the heir, and others seemed surprised by the news. Given the division of their reactions, Kwarck surmised that Roskin’s decision to hand over the kingdom to Sondious had left many of the council members upset with the heir. Hopefully, with time, they would come to see the wisdom of his actions under the circumstances. Sondious had held the Hall of Gronwheil and could have withstood any assault for months. The king had been gravely wounded by the blow to his head and would have died without help. At that point, few in the army trusted Roskin, which would have made it difficult for him to forcibly oust Sondious. His actions had bought him time, and while the kingdom had suffered short-term difficulties under Sondious’s rule, his reign had proven to be merely a few months rather than many years. From that perspective, Kwarck was certain Roskin had made the right move, and hopefully they would come to see that, too. 
 
    “My son has his flaws,” the king said, his voice slow and measured. From his tone, Kwarck surmised that he too had picked up on the division. “But his love of this kingdom cannot be debated.” 
 
    “No one questions that,” a master returned. 
 
    “We have much work to do,” King Kraganere continued. “There are serious issues which must be resolved. Make no mistake about it. Roskin will be your king sooner rather than later. If you wish to remain on my council, you had best make peace with that fact.” 
 
    Several masters, mostly those who had spoken of Roskin’s bravery, responded immediately that their loyalty would pass from the eighth king to the ninth. One by one, until every master had spoken, the rest offered their assent. Satisfied with their fealty, King Kraganere asked them to organize a list of the kingdom’s most urgent priorities. Once he knew the issues, he assured them, he would divide them into sub-councils to focus on the highest priorities first. Kwarck remained by the king’s side and listened as they discussed all that had fallen into disarray under Sondious, and the hermit admired the dwarves’ abilities to cut to the essence of an issue without getting bogged down in unnecessary deliberation. Too often, the elves were guilty of that, and it had made them unprepared to face the Great Empire when they had attacked. The Kiredurks, however, focused their attentions on only the crucial elements. Above all else, Kwarck thought, that skill would help them repair the wounded kingdom. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roskin leaned against the bole of a tree and gasped for breath. Beside him, Bordorn had stretched his arms as high up as he could, his right hand resting on his head and his nub leaning against his ear, and gulped for air. They had moved cross country for three weeks, climbing steep slopes and descending back down with the horse in tow, and movement on the undeveloped land had proven quite strenuous. This afternoon’s climb had been especially grueling, and now, they struggled to catch their breath before continuing up the rise. 
 
    Roskin still couldn’t believe that Krondious was gone, had sacrificed his life so that Roskin and Bordorn might escape. The part that truly got to him was that in his vision of the riders approaching, he had seen Krondious fall from a crossbow bolt to the chest. Now, the image played over and over in his mind. No matter how hard he tried to block it out, he couldn’t forget that part of the vision. His friend, his sworn brother, had died alone on the side of the road. While it might seem a glorious end to some, for a warrior to die saving his future king, to Roskin it was merely sad. He had dreamed of years of peace back in Dorkhun, regaling the court with stories of their valor, the stories growing grander and bigger with each telling. Instead, he would never even know where Krondious was buried. 
 
    Then, on the other end of his emotional spectrum was the knowledge that his father had awakened from his coma and was well enough to take back control of the kingdom. Sondious would be banished, and Kwarck had assured him that stability would be restored. For that blessing, Roskin was deeply grateful, but the mixture of grief for his dead friend and elation for his father was a difficult span to cross. One moment, tears would well up in his eyes, and the next he would want to sing out in joy, and with each swing of emotions, he felt guilty for betraying the other. Rationally, he knew that what he was experiencing was most likely normal for anyone dealing with two extremes like that, but that rational thought did little to ease his guilt and turmoil. 
 
    For his part, Bordorn had merely turned morose and maudlin. All he had been able to talk about was how he and Krondious hadn’t resolved their argument before the riders approached. Guilt weighed heavily on him as he lamented teasing his friend about his obvious crush on that Rhufedeon. Everyone who spent any time around Bordorn knew that he joked about anything and everything, and while Krondious had gotten angry, Roskin was certain that he would have forgiven Bordorn in time. They had formed a special friendship, the kind only found between true opposites. One argument wasn’t enough to destroy that kind of bond, but Bordorn was inconsolable. To him, the regret of having wounded his friend so deeply mere minutes before he died was almost more than he could bear. 
 
    “How far do you think we are from Murkdolm?” Roskin asked now that his breathing had returned to normal levels. 
 
    “A day,” Bordorn replied, scanning the western horizon. “Day and a half max.” 
 
    “Do you agree with me about our course from there?” 
 
    “Catching up with Leinjar and Crushaw?” Bordorn asked in response. 
 
    Roskin nodded, patting the horse’s neck. They should’ve listened to Krondious to begin with. The road to Sturdeon was too dangerous for three dwarves to traverse, and the white beard had sensed that danger while he and Bordorn had ignored it. That guilt ate at both of them, too. 
 
    “I don’t see any other real choice,” Bordorn said. “We don’t have enough of a force in Murkdolm to do much good to the south or west. The north is already settled. East is where our strength lies. Besides, it’s what Kronny wanted.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s how we honor him,” Roskin offered. 
 
    “Maybe,” Bordorn agreed, lowering his eyes. 
 
    “Come on,” Roskin said, taking the horse’s bridle in his hand. “Let’s get over this rise before nightfall.” 
 
    Without a word, Bordorn trudged forward in the packed snow of the higher elevation, and Roskin followed closely behind. His mother had shared with him the location of the armies, and it would take him at least a month, maybe longer, to catch up with the force. They were to the northeast and marching at a steady clip. With his much smaller force, Roskin could make better time and would eventually catch them, but the task wouldn’t be easy. 
 
    Still, Bordorn was right. Joining up with that force was their only real option, so it didn’t really matter how long it would take. He didn’t relish the idea of returning to Black Rock, for that memory still haunted his dreams and often woke him in a cold sweat. Perhaps capturing the fortress would close that wound and offer him a measure of peace. As they climbed the slope, his legs and lungs burned from the exertion, and his mind drifted back to the duality of the recovery of his father and the loss of his friend. He let the emotions wash through him and focused on placing one foot in front of the other. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    When Fortunes Turn 
 
      
 
    A ring had formed around the two combatants. Voices called out cheers of encouragement and shouts of enthusiasm. Steel clanged against steel in the early afternoon sun. A brisk wind poured steadily from the north, gathering up wisps of snow and spraying them across the plains. Within the ring, the snow had been tamped down to a thickly packed layer of dry powder that offered much better footing than the loose flakes. The two swordsmen circled each other slowly, still feeling out each other’s defenses, and with each initial thrust and parry, the crowd’s tension rose. 
 
    Crushaw was impressed with Suvene’s development since their last duel. The orc had improved his grip considerably, and his footing was much more precise than before. For his part, Crushaw felt as if his own skills had eroded equally as much. His reaction times weren’t nearly as crisp as they had been, and his eyesight had dimmed somewhat. He could no longer see the intricate details of his opponent’s fingers upon the handle at sword impact or make out the precise angle of an elbow during all stages of a swing. Now, those details were mere blurs of motion. He still fought well enough to hold his own with the orc, but this fight would take time and patience. He simply was no longer good enough to defeat a fighter of this caliber with quick ruses or overwhelming force. 
 
    He went through a series of offensive moves, stepping forward briskly, his feet gliding along the powder with the precision of a technical master. He showed Suvene different thrusts and slashes, gauging the orc’s reaction to each one to determine a good feint. Suvene handled each move flawlessly, however, offering not the slightest hint of weakness, which didn’t surprise Crushaw. After months of training the elves, the orc had polished his own defenses to an impressive level. After the unsuccessful sorties, Crushaw backed off to allow his opponent the chance to attack. 
 
    Suvene did not disappoint, surging forward with a succession of rakes at the old man’s forearms and thrusts at his torso. Crushaw avoided each one, parrying some and sidestepping others, but the orc continued the press. He slashed horizontally at Crushaw’s midsection and then sliced diagonally at his chest. The man’s footing held true as he countered each attack with his own rake at Suvene’s arms, but neither sword found flesh. 
 
    Crushaw had repeated more than once before the fight that there would be no blade guards and no pulling of blows. If his sword drew blood, so be it, and Suvene had agreed that he too would not show leniency during the fight. Up until the moment the fight began, Crushaw had told himself over and over that he would remain true to his word and kill the orc for raising a sword against him for a third time, but now that the moment was at hand, he knew he wouldn’t be able to strike him down. He would leave him with a couple of scars as permanent reminders of this final duel, but he had come to like and respect the young swordsman too much to end his life. 
 
    “Getting tired, old man?” Suvene taunted, bringing down a thunderous vertical slash at Crushaw’s head. 
 
    “Only of your feckless attacks,” he returned, stepping back and gathering himself after blocking the powerful blow. 
 
    “Your arms say otherwise,” Suvene grinned. 
 
    “Is your plan to wear me down with playful banter?” 
 
    The elves who knew orcish offered their own taunts at both swordsmen. Some of the ones Suvene had trained called for him to stop toying with his foe, while others encouraged Crushaw to overwhelm the orc as he had the first elves he had fought. But I’m not even that swordsman anymore, Crushaw thought. He was certain he would still win this fight, but it would come from finding the right opening at the right moment. 
 
    Surprisingly, the orc was the first to lower his blade and request quarter, but Crushaw suspected it was more a deferential act to allow the old man a chance to rest than one of necessity. Either way, Crushaw hated to admit it, but he was glad for the respite. His arms had been growing somewhat weary, and his footwork wasn’t quite as flawless as it had begun. As the two separated, Sylva hurried to Crushaw with a waterskin. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked, handing him the bladder. 
 
    “Quite well for an old man,” Crushaw grinned before taking a drink. 
 
    “He’s good,” she offered. “Can you take him?” 
 
    Crushaw nodded and swallowed another drink. 
 
    “Don’t dally, then,” Sylva chided. “He’ll wear you down until you make a mistake.” 
 
    “That’s his plan,” he agreed. 
 
    “It looks to me like he telegraphs that midsection thrust.” 
 
    “How so?” Crushaw asked. He hadn’t detected a clear tell. 
 
    “His left elbow dips inward just before the push. If you see that, pirouette to your right and counter with backhanded slash. You’ll wound his left arm.” 
 
    Crushaw took one last drink and handed back the waterskin. He would indeed watch for the left elbow to dip, if he could make it out, for Sylva’s eyesight was probably better than his own had been in his prime. If she said she saw that, most likely she had. Hopefully, he would detect it himself and be able to capitalize on the mistake. 
 
    Once both swordsmen were rested, the fight resumed. This time, there was no slow build up while they felt each other out. Suvene charged straight across the span with an onslaught of slices and thrusts, and sure enough, each time he thrust at Crushaw’s midsection, he did dip his left elbow at an odd angle half a heartbeat before the attack began. The first time he noticed it, Crushaw merely made a mental note that Sylva had been right. The second time, a minute or so later, his reaction was too slow to execute the pivot and backslash. The third time, his plant foot slipped in the snow, which nearly allowed Suvene to end the fight, but Crushaw recovered quickly enough to parry the fresh attacks. 
 
    The fourth time, however, which came just before Crushaw was ready to request his own quarter, he spun perfectly and brought his sword around in a tight arc, raking the tip across the bare skin just above the orc’s elbow. For a moment, Suvene’s gray skin turned a funny shade of white, but then a thick line of dark blood oozed from the wound and ran down his arm. Suvene grimaced openly from the wound and retreated across the ring. Despite his fatigue, Crushaw didn’t hesitate, rushing forward with a ferocious series of downward slashes that hammered against the orc’s blade. The elves erupted into a frenzy of cheers, those who had been pulling for the general sensing the impending victory. Realizing he was in serious trouble, Suvene tried to counter, but Crushaw continued his assault with all the energy he had left. He would win the fight now while his foe was wounded and off-balance, or he would lose. 
 
    For several heartbeats, Suvene matched the old man’s blitz blow for blow, but as the snow turned crimson from the steady stream of blood running down his arm, his strength began to wane. Finally, his right foot slipped, and he slid down on one knee. In that moment, Crushaw disarmed him with a quick twist of his blade and drew back to deliver the second and final scar. As he did, however, a voice called out above the din of the elves: 
 
    “General, come quickly! General, come quickly!” 
 
    Crushaw hesitated, the old bloodlust urging him on but his sense of duty taking over. He held his blade, locked eyes with Suvene, whose expression portrayed a mix of dismay, dejection, and awe of his opponent. For a moment, Crushaw glowered at him with an animalistic rage known only by a warrior in the heat of battle, but he bridled the emotion and softened his expression to one of respect. 
 
    “You’ve gotten much better,” he said to the orc before wheeling around to the elf who had raced across the ring and now stood mere feet away, his expression one of panic. “What is it?” 
 
    “You have to follow me, right now, sir. We have a problem.” 
 
    Crushaw handed his sword to Sylva, who had moved beside him, and signaled for the elf to lead him to the trouble. The other elves had gone silent and parted for them as they strode east. Behind him, they fell into a quick formation and marched in lockstep. Now that he was no longer in the passion of the fight, the biting wind hit his exposed skin with such sharpness his eyes began watering of their own accord. He wished he had taken a moment to grab his cloak from Sylva, but from the elf’s tone, he had sensed a true urgency. Since none of the other elves seemed to know what was happening, he guessed that the information hadn’t been shared communally. That worried him more than the elf’s tone, for whatever it was had to be pretty bad news if it wasn’t being shared with everyone. 
 
    They marched to the eastern edge of the camp, where a handful of elven scouts stood staring to the horizon. Several ogre matriarchs had also convened near the scouts, their expressions grave and worried. To the south, Leinjar and four other Tredjards followed an elven guide towards the growing mass. Crushaw scanned the horizon where the elves stared, and at first he didn’t see anything unusual, just mile after mile of rolling plains covered in a solid blanket of snow. Then, at the very edge of his vision, he spotted a dark mass against the white backdrop. A knot formed in his stomach at the sight. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” he asked the elf who had guided him to this spot. 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” the elf replied, nodding. 
 
    “How many?” the general pressed. 
 
    “Thousands.” 
 
    “More specific,” the general barked. “Best estimate.” 
 
    “I’d say 60,000,” one of the scouts chimed in. “I got as close as I could a little while ago. There might be more.” 
 
    “How could the Great Empire have amassed that many troops that fast?” Crushaw muttered, more to himself than anyone else. “Strauteefe hasn’t even had time to reach Black Rock yet.” 
 
    “Those aren’t humans, sir,” another scout offered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They’re orcs,” one of the ogres added. “Our scouts spotted them, too. And they’re heavily armed.” 
 
    Crushaw turned and looked for Sylva. For the first time in as long as he could remember, his mind was blank. How had that many orcs gotten this far north? Sylva stepped to him and handed him his cloak, which he immediately draped across his shoulders. He scanned her face for some clue as to what she was thinking, but all he could see was a growing apprehension. He instantly realized that his own expression must have been one of bewilderment, which was creating doubt in those around him. He composed himself and projected the best air of confidence he could muster. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Leinjar asked, finally reaching the group. 
 
    Crushaw explained what he had just learned, and the dwarf’s face flushed with rage. Not one flicker of fear or apprehension appeared, just a pure hate that bordered on joy. As a former slave, Crushaw understood the hatred, but he couldn’t share in the Tredjard’s enthusiasm. These odds were too bad out here on the open plains. 
 
    “How far away are they?” Crushaw asked the scouts. 
 
    “Half a day’s march,” the one who had gotten close responded. “But they are not moving swiftly with all that armor and weaponry in tow.” 
 
    “At least that,” Crushaw mumbled. 
 
    “What’s your strategy?” an ogre called. 
 
    “Retreat, obviously,” Crushaw said. “Just not sure exactly how yet.” 
 
    “We’re not retreating,” Leinjar snarled. “Let them come.” 
 
    “This is no time for foolhardiness, Lord of Arms,” Crushaw quipped. 
 
    “Tuck tail and run if you must,” the dwarf continued, his hatred for the orcs roiling in his throat. “Tredjards stand and fight.” 
 
    The congregation took a collective sharp intake of breath at the insult, and a deep silence fell over them as man and dwarf eyed each other. The bloodlust, not fully sated, rose again, and had his sword been at his hip, Crushaw would have drawn it. Instead, he clenched his jaw and wheeled about, stomping away several feet to compose himself and put some distance between them. Finally, he stopped and faced his friend again. 
 
    “Do you believe me a coward?” Crushaw growled. 
 
    Leinjar held his gaze but did not speak. 
 
    “Well?” Crushaw persisted, grinding his teeth and clenching his fists so tight his nails drew blood. 
 
    “Of course not,” the dwarf spat. 
 
    “There are no strategies for this,” the general exclaimed, waving his arm in the general direction of the orcs. “Not out here.” 
 
    Leinjar remained silent. 
 
    “Any formation, no matter how wide we spread out, they will simply outflank, envelope, and butcher us to the last person.” 
 
    Still no response from the Tredjard. 
 
    “Will you sacrifice your best soldiers for no reason? Will you lead your sons to senseless death?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Leinjar spat again. 
 
    “Well, unless we retreat and find more suitable ground to face them, that’s precisely what you’re doing.” 
 
    Leinjar sighed heavily, his chest heaving from the effort, and grudgingly nodded. 
 
    “I need every officer at my tent within an hour,” Crushaw called out loudly enough for the elves and ogres to hear him, too. “Now, I need to concentrate and figure out what we’re doing. One hour.” 
 
    With that, he turned and strode to his tent, Sylva on his heels. Never before had he felt such uncertainty about facing an enemy in battle. Three to one odds. He had faced worse, of course, but not at this scale. He had never encountered an army this large before. In fact, he had never even heard of a force this massive. The orcs had to have summoned every garrison from one end of their territories to the other, leaving only skeleton crews to hold the plantations. He had expected some attempt at retaliation after the Battle for Hard Hope, but nothing like this. He needed high ground, and more archers, and more time to think, all of which were in short supply at the moment. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    An hour later, the leaders of the ogres, Tredjards, and elves had gathered outside his tent, and he stood before them, summoning every iota of poise and conviction he could muster. His plan was crude and based on multiple assumptions, any one of which could spell disaster if proven false. First, he assumed that they could find suitable terrain in the foothills. Second, that Leinjar would maintain his composure and follow his instructions closely. Third, that the ogres would also abide by his orders, and finally, that the orcs would take the bait and follow the dwarves and not the ogres. 
 
    “I will take the majority of the elves and strike west, seeking a hillside or mountain that will accommodate our entire force. The archers will remain with the Tredjards. Leinjar, your task is to stay about this distance from the orcs and follow our tracks. Under no circumstances should you engage them in pitched battle. Just keep their attention focused on your force, and make sure their pace is slow. 
 
    “The archers can approach and strike in short bursts, trying to harass them and thin their ranks somewhat, but do not waste arrows. We’ll need as many as we can muster when battle is engaged. 
 
    “Matriarchs, you have the most important task. First, you are to feign an attack on their north flank. Get close enough that they see you clearly, but do not engage them. Instead, at the last moment, retreat, and really put on a show. Make it clear that you are retreating. And withdraw to the north a good distance before you turn west. Make sure your tracks are nowhere near ours. The orcs have to think that you have abandoned the Tredjards. Use as few scouts as possible to follow our path. 
 
    “When we find suitable terrain, we will prepare it for battle as well as we can. If the orcs will follow the dwarves, we might be able to catch them off guard and seize the element of surprise. But we need to break camp immediately. The elves, nomads, and I will march through the night to get far enough ahead that they won’t spot our force. The rest of you be prepared to begin your tasks at first light.” 
 
    “We’ll not let you down,” Leinjar stated. 
 
    “Nor will we,” a matriarch concurred. 
 
    Crushaw dismissed the leaders but motioned for Suvene and Sylva to stay with him. Leinjar also lingered for a moment, catching the man’s gaze and holding it. The dwarf squinted his eyes ever so slightly and dipped his chin marginally. Then, he turned and strode towards his camp. From the expression, Crushaw knew that that was as much of an apology as he would ever receive but also that the incident was forgotten, which pleased him. There were few dwarves he respected as much as Leinjar, and Crushaw didn’t want to face this coming battle without their friendship intact. He turned and faced Suvene and Sylva. 
 
    “Ready to march?” he asked, first in elfish and then in orcish. 
 
    Both nodded but didn’t speak. 
 
    “How’s the arm?” he asked Suvene directly, pointing at the fresh bandage. 
 
    “Sore, but I’ll live,” the orc returned. 
 
    “Good. You have a large role to play in this battle. Can I count on you?” 
 
    “I will do my best,” Suvene said. 
 
    “Excellent. Stay close to me during this march, so we can discuss tactics. You are a fine swordsman, but you lack much battlefield experience.” Then, he faced Sylva and switched to elfish. “You will have to keep morale high. We will march eighteen hours a day for the next week at least, and then, when we find suitable terrain, we’ll be digging trenches and fletching arrows and preparing for battle as long as we can. Some will get restless.” 
 
    “Understood,” Sylva stated. 
 
    “I’ll have to ride my horse for nearly the entire march,” he continued. “I’m too old to walk that hard. Make sure they understand that point. We have no room for creeping resentment.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, General,” Sylva said. “They, I mean we, love you.” 
 
    “That remains to be seen,” Crushaw uttered. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the foothills between Murkdolm and Rugraknere, Roskin stopped mid-stride and tried to process what he had just learned. Beside him, Bordorn took three more steps before pausing and looking over his shoulder, and behind him, the procession of Ghaldeon volunteers erupted into peals of curses and questions as dwarves bumped into each other from the abrupt halt. Roskin couldn’t believe the image his mother had sent him, an army of orcs, a force larger than any the land had ever known, at least in the history he had studied. 
 
    “What is it, Pepper Beard?” Bordorn asked. “You’ve got that look.” 
 
    “We have to adjust our direction,” Roskin replied. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Trouble. The armies are moving back this way.” 
 
    “What kind of trouble?” Bordorn asked, scratching his nub. 
 
    “You don’t want to know.” 
 
    “This is serious, isn’t it?” Bordorn inquired, lowering his voice. 
 
    Roskin nodded and turned to face the volunteers, who had stopped jostling each other and calling out insults about ancestries. 
 
    “Please, know,” Roskin began, his voice booming up the hillside. “Things have changed, and none of you are obligated to follow me any farther. If you choose to do so, the odds are pretty bad. You most likely won’t survive.” 
 
    “Are you continuing towards this dread?” a voice called from the middle of the pack. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” Roskin bellowed. 
 
    “Then, so are we!” 
 
    The volunteers exploded into a vociferous chorus of cheers, and Bordorn touched Roskin’s elbow. The heir, tears of gratitude filling his eyes, glanced at his friend. 
 
    “Figure out our new course, and let’s keep moving,” the Ghaldeon said. “We have a couple of hours of daylight left and might be able to reach that next summit before we have to make camp.” 
 
    Roskin composed himself and nodded. Though he had faced enough battles to know the brutal horrors of war and though he had ample experience with death and loss, for the first time he felt the dread any good leader feels when marching troops towards certain doom. If what his mother had shown him was accurate, few of this group, himself and Bordorn included, would escape the battle, and he loathed the knowledge that he was the one marching them towards it. In the same respect, however, a new and terrible danger threatened every dwarf, so face it they must. Hesitating only momentarily, he lifted his right foot from the calf deep snow and continued down the hillside, the sounds of metal clanging and boots rising and falling as the Ghaldeons followed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As the elves marched away, Leinjar watched them go with mixed emotions. Though he knew that Crushaw was right, part of him was still angry that he would have to retreat. On the other hand, he was filled with growing dread at the enormity of their task. While he relished the opportunity to fight orcs once again, he knew that this battle would be costly. Most of his troops would not survive, and though their honor would live on in Tredjard lore, the terrible waste weighed on him. These were great dwarves, some of the finest of his race, but most of them were too young to have already started families. The loss of bloodlines would weaken his people for a couple of generations at least. He glanced at his own sons and stifled a wave of sadness that tried to push through him. While war was costly, this one was also a necessity, and they would fight to the last dwarf to protect all three races from the approaching menace. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two days later, Vishghu rode at her mother’s side back across the plains they had just crossed. The fake charge and retreat had been executed to perfection, and the orcs had let them go without so much as a scouting party to follow. Now, they paralleled Crushaw’s path, remaining far enough north that it was unlikely they would be detected. Vishghu had a decent idea that Crushaw was planning to hide them until the last possible moment so that they could ambush an exposed flank. The ruse would not only weaken the orcs but also make them more cautious. Then, of course, they would also be able to assault them with the captured siege equipment. 
 
    “As hard as this is for me to admit,” her mother said, interrupting her reverie. “You were right to charge the humans.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mother.” 
 
    “Evil Blade taught you well, it seems. That’s why I want you to lead the troops when this battle begins.” 
 
    “How many will I command?” 
 
    “All of us. I’ve already consulted with the other matriarchs, and we have a consensus that you are the most capable amongst us.” 
 
    “The whole army?” Vishghu asked, glancing around at the nearly three thousand mounted ogres. 
 
    “Can you handle it?” her mother asked, assuming her typical stern tone. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Vishghu replied. Her mother had never offered such high praise or shown such faith in her before. Pride swelled Vishghu’s chest. 
 
    “Good,” her mother said. “I’ve already sent riders farther north to call for more to join us. Hopefully our ranks will swell even more.” 
 
    Vishghu hoped so, too. Though she had faith in Crushaw’s ability to devise a scheme, they would need more warriors to face an enemy of that size. She would be the one to lead them. It hadn’t become real yet. She glanced at her mother and smiled, but the matriarch didn’t return the expression, instead maintaining her usual stolid gaze. Given the enormity of the task to come, Vishghu didn’t take the lack of emotion as a slight as she might normally. Instead, she understood that in this instance her mother was simply worried. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    On the edge of Rugraknere two weeks after he ordered the forced march, Crushaw found what he was looking for, a gulch that not only was large enough for all three armies but also one that curved in such a way that formed something between an L and a U shape. The apex of the U was to the west. The northern ridge rose in a steady slope, and the southern one, carved by a glacier millennia before, was a sheer cliff that rose well over two hundred feet. Beyond that, the surrounding hills, steep and rugged of their own accord, would make it difficult for the orcs to envelope them. If Crushaw could entice the orcs to face them here on this spot, he might be able to hold them off long enough for the invaders to lose heart and give up on the assault. Whether that came to pass or not, this spot gave them the best opportunity to face the assailants. 
 
    The archers still with Leinjar kept Sylva updated on the progress of the Tredjard retreat. True to his word, the Lord of Arms had not engaged the orcs, but he had allowed them to close the gap to nearly a quarter of a day’s march. He had also sent scouts, mostly the elves because of their keen eyesight over distance, to gauge the enemy’s true strength. The bad news was that the orcs seemed closer to 70,000 troops than 60,000. The good news was that because of their weapons and armor and also their inexperience with snow, they moved at half the speed the elves had managed, so that bought Crushaw more time to prepare the hillside. 
 
    The first necessity was to send one group of elves to fell trees for arrows and another to gather stones for the catapults. Once that was underway, most of the other elves were engaged in digging a trench on the hillside. All the dirt was piled on the western side to make the ground that much more irregular and cause the orcs to fight even more uphill. The trench wouldn’t stop the orcs from advancing but hopefully it would slow them enough to negate their advantage in numbers and allow the defenders to fight one on one odds. Much like he had funneled the orcs at the Battle for Hard Hope, Crushaw hoped the hillside and trench would accomplish the same effect. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kwarck approached the council chamber slowly, preparing in his mind the words he would choose. The Kiredurks had to feel the danger that had suddenly appeared to the east, and they must accept the gravity of the situation. Anything less than an immediate response of sending troops to Crushaw’s position could result in disaster, so the hermit needed to convince not only the king but at least a majority of the council so that they wouldn’t become bogged down in unnecessary deliberation. He paused in front of the guards and composed himself into the apotheosis of a statesman – serious, dignified, gracious, and compelling. Nearly eight decades had passed since his time in the Great Empire’s court, but the lessons were still imprinted on his memory. After requesting entrance to the chamber, he took a deep breath and strode through the doorway, knowing that the next few minutes could determine the outcome of this war. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leinjar stared up at the hillside Crushaw had chosen for battle and tried to envision attacking it himself. The contour of the land and steep slopes of the adjacent hills would make flanking motions difficult, and then there was the freshly dug trench. Even from this distance, he could see that it would make charging their lines much more difficult. While nothing about this battle would be easy, compared to the plains, this land would be defensible, and for the briefest of moments he was ashamed at having doubted Crushaw. He quickly discarded the thought as irrelevant and turned to the other two leisure slaves. 
 
    “Keep the troops here until I speak to Crushaw and find out exactly where he wants us,” he said. 
 
    Halfway up the hill, he and his sons were greeted by an elf who guided them through the throng up to the apex of the hill’s bend. There, Crushaw was surrounded by runners who he snapped orders at and sent scurrying off in different directions. Upon seeing the Tredjards, he smiled briefly but then reverted back to his command presence. Without pretense or formality, he instructed Leinjar to take up position on the southernmost section of the slope, where the ridge blended into the sheer cliff. Leinjar commended the general on the preparations and agreed to the positioning of his troops. 
 
    “You must hold my right flank,” Crushaw stressed. “Even with this terrain, they will try to envelope us. The odds make that too tempting.” 
 
    “They’ll not get around us,” Leinjar stated flatly, trying not to sound arrogant. “That cliff will keep them from outflanking our position. We will not let them break our lines.” 
 
    “I trust no one else to hold that corner,” Crushaw said, nodding at the dwarf. 
 
    “I do have a request,” Leinjar added. 
 
    “What’s that?” Crushaw said, furrowing his brow suspiciously. 
 
    “I need two swift horses and two good riders to deliver a message back to my people.” 
 
    “Normally,” Crushaw began. “I wouldn’t ask you to explain such a request any further, but under these circumstances, I need to justify to myself the loss of even just two swords.” 
 
    “The way I see it, the orcs have emptied every barracks to assemble a force this large,” Leinjar explained. “That means the plantations aren’t heavily guarded. I’m asking my king to attack and liberate as many as he can. If we can free a few slaves, maybe that will offset...” 
 
    His voice trailed off, not wanting to finish the thought aloud. 
 
    “I had the same thought about the barracks,” Crushaw said, staring south. “Perhaps we can accomplish that second objective we discussed in my tent with only two horses and four troops.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Leinjar replied to the old man. Then, he turned to his sons. “I want you boys to deliver the message home.” 
 
    “We want to stay with you,” Zhanjar, his oldest, stated. 
 
    “We’re not scared of battle,” Tehnjar added. 
 
    “I know you’re not,” Leinjar replied. “You proved yourselves in the valley, but this message is too important for me to trust it with anyone else.” 
 
    “You need every pike you have,” Zhanjar protested. “You can’t just send us away from this battle.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Leinjar agreed. “I need your blades with me, but this task I’m giving you is the most important thing you will ever do in your life. If you live to be a hundred and fight in a thousand successful campaigns, you’ll never top this.” 
 
    The two boys looked at each other, disbelief in their eyes, and huffed at the sentiment. 
 
    “Your father speaks truly,” Crushaw interjected. “I was once a slave, too, and if your message clears just one plantation, you will have done much good with your young lives.” 
 
    Zhanjar and Tehnjar grudgingly agreed, and Crushaw ordered a runner to retrieve two of the horses captured in Rugraknere. Then, he told Sylva to send him two riders who could escort the boys. The elf bowed her head and closed her eyes. Leinjar had seen elves connect with each other on the plantation, but he explained what she was doing to his sons, who had little experience with the elves. While they waited for the horses and riders, Vishghu approached them from the north, her expression grave and anxious. Crushaw greeted her much as he had Leinjar, first with a quick smile but also an immediate reversion to his peremptory expression. 
 
    “We have another problem,” Vishghu said, after greeting Leinjar and his sons. 
 
    “The orcs picked up your trail?” Crushaw asked. 
 
    “If only it were that simple,” Vishghu returned. “Riders have been arriving for the last couple of days from more clans. An hour or so ago, a group made it from one of our more easterly outposts. They bring news of troops from the Great Empire joining up with the orcs a couple of days’ march from here.” 
 
    “So Strauteefe is casting his lot with them,” Crushaw muttered. “I don’t blame him. How many men?” 
 
    “At least 20,000.” 
 
    Crushaw simply stared at her, his facial expression showing nothing other than an officer in charge of his troops, but his eyes danced with the machinations churning in his mind. Leinjar knew that the general was most likely thinking the same thought as the Lord of Arms. Beyond the worsening of the odds, the humans would add an even more devastating element to the fight. 
 
    “Did they report seeing archers?” Crushaw asked. 
 
    Vishghu merely nodded. 
 
    “Strength?” 
 
    “They believe about half the total force.” 
 
    “10,000 archers?” 
 
    Vishghu nodded again, and Crushaw turned away from the group. Leinjar knew that much of this plan had hinged on the fact that the orcs wouldn’t be able to drive them from the hillside with arrows because the orcs didn’t utilize archers in battle, for reasons that Leinjar had never quite understood. Now, however, if the Great Empire could simply thin them out at will, they would never be able to withstand the onslaught. The battle would be lost before it began. 
 
    “Did they think you had been detected?” Crushaw asked, wheeling about and facing the ogre again. 
 
    “I can’t say for certain, but they didn’t indicate as much,” Vishghu responded. 
 
    “Good, very good,” Crushaw said, crossing back by them and looking down the hill at the soon-to-be-battlefield. “You are certain that you are in charge of your riders?” 
 
    Vishghu nodded a third time. 
 
    “I need you to stay here for a little while,” Crushaw said to the ogre, pacing back and forth on a promontory at the bend of the hill. “Leinjar, if you will excuse me. Please, send our archers to me as soon as you can and get your pikes assembled where we discussed. The riders and horses will be delivered to you momentarily. I wish you boys the best of luck with your task. Right now, I need to think.” 
 
    Leinjar said brief farewells to Sylva, Vishghu, and the general before leading his sons back towards his army. Nearly five to one odds with a host of archers. Whatever stratagems were compiling in Crushaw’s mind, the Tredjard hoped that they were good, for at that moment, Leinjar felt little hope for a positive outcome to the battle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    All Heroes Must Rise 
 
      
 
    Molgheon picked her way through the forest, staying parallel to the road. She was certain none of the ghost scouts were following her, but nonetheless, she still double-backed on herself occasionally just to be certain. According to the map she had memorized and then destroyed, the village she sought was half a mile away, so she rehearsed the story she had come up with to explain what she wanted with Roskin. If he had truly attacked the Great Empire and sparked a skirmish, the Ghaldeons would be wary of an attempt at reprisal and would certainly restrict access to him. Because elements of truth were needed to bolster any fabrication, she decided to claim that she had met him in Rugraknere and that she had been following his trail to deliver news from the Kiredurks. That way, if pressed, she could insist that they ask him if he had been in Rugraknere within a certain timeframe. For her part, however, she didn’t particularly want these dwarves to know much about her. 
 
    After leaving Torkdohn at The Golden Knife, she had met with Belderheon’s contact, who had provided her with the map and, as promised, had shown her an easier way into and out of the city. They still utilized the camouflaged grate she had used, which was why its hinges were so well oiled and maintained, but instead of going into and out of the river as had been necessity before, a series of handles had been screwed onto the underside of the bridge. Because she was nearly frozen from the icy water, Molgheon simply hadn’t noticed the handles or the horizontal ladder across the river they formed. On the far side, a fairly new tunnel was concealed by fake boulders on the bank. The tunnel debouched nearly a mile from the city in the middle of the woods, and the new Resistance members who used it were careful not to leave any tracks around the opening. 
 
    Now, coming upon the first farm on the outskirts of this village, Molgheon had to admit to herself that so far she was impressed by the new Resistance and the efforts of Belderheon to organize their activities. At every step, there were layers of security sophisticated enough to deflect attention away from the dwarves involved, and so far, she had not detected one instance of the Great Empire suspecting her of doing anything nefarious. In fact, the soldiers she had encountered seemed so convinced that the Ghaldeons were a conquered and subjugated race that they seemed oblivious to the possibly of an uprising. Even the news of Roskin’s assault on their riders was treated as the actions of one lone madman rather than the portent of simmering rage. 
 
    In short, the Great Empire was completely unprepared for the fight that was about to come to them. 
 
    Unsure of where Roskin was being hidden, Molgheon decided to stop at this first farmhouse and ask a few probing questions. As she suspected, she was greeted by suspicion and subterfuge. No such dwarf was being held in this village, she was assured. Yes, of course they had heard of the madman’s attack, but these dwarves weren’t troublemakers, so they had stayed out of it, as she should do herself. Molgheon didn’t buy a word of their denials but played along with them to lower their defenses. She assured them that she too was a docile member of those who go along and had no interest in involving herself with those who would cause trouble. Of course, her responses were couched in old passphrases from the days of the original Resistance. 
 
    Her charade was rewarded as the matriarch of the home directed her to visit the village blacksmith, another of those who go along. Molgheon thanked the family and continued into the village where she found the smith’s shop easily enough. For his part, the blacksmith interrogated her subtly but fully, and she responded with as much of her fabricated story as she was willing to share. This time, her old passphrases were received coolly, as the blacksmith chided her for being much too antiquated. However, instead of being outright dismissed, she was directed to the baker, who proceeded to question her in much the same manner. 
 
    This process was repeated a dozen times over the course of the next few hours as she was shuffled from one business or home to the next, but Molgheon didn’t lose heart or grow frustrated by the game. Had these dwarves truly suspected her of being a traitor, she would have already been run out of the village or, given the tensions of the current environment, possibly worse. No, they were simply buying themselves time to compare notes and determine if they could trust her to meet with the new hero. Finally, back in the blacksmith’s shop, she was greeted by not only the smith but also the matriarch from the farmhouse, the baker, and the local magistrate. 
 
    “We will take you to deliver your message,” the baker said. “The Kiredurk says he was in Rugraknere at that time but if he doesn’t recognize you, I warn you, your life might be forfeit. This is your last chance to turn back.” 
 
    “My message is too important to be abandoned now,” Molgheon replied, her voice sincere because she believed in Belderheon enough that in a way the statement was true. 
 
    The baker confiscated her bow and arrows and led her to a small farmhouse on the edge of the village. The farm’s cattle had gathered near the barn to graze on the fodder that had been strewn across the thin layer of snow, and several cows looked up at them as they approached and passed. Inside the house, Molgheon was introduced to the armed guard who stood watch by the front door, and she was certain there was another at the back. She was guided to a room off to the side, one that was most likely a study that had been converted into a convalescent chamber. 
 
    The first thing Molgheon noticed was a one-legged dwarf with large, brown eyes sitting beside the bed. At a glance, it was apparent she had been there for many days and nights. The second thing the archer noticed was that the dwarf in the bed wasn’t Roskin at all, and the surprise must have shown on her face, for the other Ghaldeons all stared at her intensely as she gazed upon the white beard from the logging town. Tension filled the room. She remembered this dwarf clearly, though they had barely interacted more than a couple of times. His presence was what she remembered most. His name was Krondious, she recalled. Few Kiredurks inspired fear in Ghaldeons because the former were usually too docile and well-mannered to project a fearsome aura, but this one was different. Even Molgheon had met few warriors with such a fierce countenance. 
 
    “This isn’t the dwarf I seek,” she stated, hoping the admission would appease the Ghaldeons who still stared at her suspiciously. 
 
    “Is that so?” the baker said, crossing his arms across his chest. 
 
    “The Kiredurk I seek is taller, with a black beard streaked with white.” 
 
    “A black-bearded Kiredurk?” the blacksmith asked, eyeing the others. 
 
    “Yes. And he’s tall,” Molgheon said. 
 
    “Why are you here?” the one-legged dwarf asked. 
 
    Molgheon tried to think of a response that would ease their suspicions, for she didn’t want to hurt these dwarves. They were good people who simply sought to protect the Kiredurk who had attacked their enemy. Even though they outnumbered her seven to one and she was unarmed, she would hurt them if it came down to a fight because there wasn’t one warrior in the bunch. The four elders might have served in the Resistance and maybe even fought in a few battles, but they weren’t killers, not like she was. She pondered for a suitable answer, but her mind had gone completely blank. 
 
    “She seeks Roskin,” Krondious offered from the bed.  
 
    “Do you know her?” the one-legged dwarf asked. 
 
    The white beard opened his eyes and studied her face. For a moment, Molgheon was afraid he wouldn’t recognize her, but he nodded his head and closed his eyes again. 
 
    “Is she a friend?” the baker asked. 
 
    “She’s friends with Roskin,” he answered. “That’s enough for me.” 
 
    The Ghaldeons relaxed, and Molgheon breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “How bad is the wound?” she asked no one in particular. 
 
    “He took a crossbow bolt to the chest,” the one-legged dwarf replied. “Just missed his heart, but there shouldn’t be any long-term damage. Why do you seek Roskin?” 
 
    Molgheon considered evading the question, but given the lengths these dwarves had gone to protect the Kiredurk, she decided they had earned the truth. 
 
    “Belderheon sent me,” she stated. A hush fell over the room. “Like me, he thought it was Roskin who had attacked the Great Empire, and he believed that the Kiredurk heir could be a symbol for an uprising in Sturdeon.” 
 
    “You know Belderheon?” the magistrate asked. 
 
    Molgheon nodded but said nothing more. 
 
    “As you can see,” the magistrate said, motioning towards the Kiredurk. “He’s in no shape to travel. Our healer says he should remain on bedrest for another month.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Krondious said, opening his eyes again. “Your healer is a fool. If you’ll stop giving me these teas that make me sleepy, I won’t doze off all the time.” 
 
    “That arrow grazed your heart,” the one-legged dwarf implored. “You need time to heal.” 
 
    “My heart feels fine, Rhufedeon, and I feel fine,” Krondious said, pushing himself into a seated position. 
 
    Molgheon smiled at the Kiredurk, and he caught her expression and scowled at her for a heartbeat but then softened his expression and smiled back. Even though he wasn’t the Kiredurk heir, Krondious could make a good symbol for the Ghaldeons. They had all of the ingredients in place for the uprising: seething rage, cruel oppression, a longing for freedom, layers of leadership and organization. What they lacked was a spark to ignite the tinderbox, but here was a Kiredurk, supposedly from a weaker race, who not only had stood up to and ravaged the Great Empire but also refused to succumb to a fairly serious injury. If that didn’t inspire the dwarves of Sturdeon to take action now, nothing ever would. 
 
    “Who is this Belderheon?” Krondious asked. 
 
    “Our greatest living general,” the magistrate said. 
 
    “And he sent you to find Roskin?” 
 
    “Well, we both assumed Roskin by the description we were given, but more specifically, he wanted me to find the Kiredurk who had attacked the Great Empire.” 
 
    “Well then,” Krondious said, rising from the bed. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go see what he has to say.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leinjar stood at the crest of the hill with his top captains, discussing tactics and listening to their input on platoon placement and troop rotation. Where they had gathered for the meeting was near the elves to gain a measure of privacy from the troops they were discussing. Leinjar faced west, his back to the approaching enemy, so he was the first Tredjard to spot Roskin and the Ghaldeons approaching up the windward side of the hill. He got the attention of the other two leisure slaves who served as his aides and bodyguards. Both dwarves grinned and nodded at each other, and the officers turned to see who approached. 
 
    Roskin led his small company straight towards Leinjar, but as he climbed the hill, an elf spotted him, and within seconds the entire elven army had gone completely silent. The now nearly 9,000 Tredjards still made plenty of noise, but the quiet from the elf section was palpable. When Roskin reached the crest of the hill and was within feet of Leinjar, in nearly perfect unison, the elves knelt and bent their heads in reverence to the Kiredurk heir. Leinjar himself had received this same gesture from his own king, and the moment would always be one of the most cherished of his life. Even so, witnessing that many elves bow to his friend stirred Leinjar to his core. As he gaped at the scene, his officers exchanged looks of shocked disbelief. 
 
    “Have any of you even heard of an elf bowing to a dwarf?” one of them asked. 
 
    “Not even in children’s stories,” another answered. 
 
    “Who is this?” a third inquired. 
 
    “That, my friends, is the future king of dwarves,” Leinjar beamed. The memory of Roskin’s first day in the cage flooded him, and he stepped forward to greet his friend. 
 
    “Lord of Arms?” Roskin chuckled, pointing at the beard clip. The Ghaldeons remained a few feet back and also gaped at the sight of the elves bowing to Roskin. “And you were worried about returning home.” 
 
    “Life is a full of strange twists,” Leinjar returned, embracing the Kiredurk who stood nearly a foot taller. 
 
    “We don’t have much time,” Roskin said, returning the hug and slapping the Tredjard on the back. “Crushaw wants us between the elves and ogres to serve as a bolster to whichever force needs us worse, but I wanted to see you before the battle begins.” 
 
    “I’m glad you did,” Leinjar stated, stepping back from the embrace. “Thanks to you, I was reunited with my sons. There aren’t words for my gratitude.” 
 
    “After this fight, we’ll have a few tankards of ale, and you can tell me all about it.” 
 
    “That sounds like a fine plan.” 
 
    Roskin then shook hands with the other two leisure slaves, who dipped their beards at him and beamed much the same as Leinjar. After the handshakes, Roskin motioned for the Ghaldeons to follow him, and the Kiredurk turned north, picking his way through the still kneeling elves with the Ghaldeon volunteers on his heels. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Captain Roighwheil ate a bite of his breakfast and listened to the General of Dorkhun read the latest order from the king. When they had first received the news that King Kraganere had awakened from his coma and had banished Sondious from the kingdom, none of the officers had believed the good fortune could be true. Then, when the order had been read that they were to bivouac in Rugraknere and rest, they had suspected at first that perhaps Sondious was merely toying with them, attempting with his mad ways to trick them into marching back to Dorkhun to discover the truth. 
 
    The two regiments the former king had dispatched had reached them two days prior to that news, and as both the captain and the general had hoped, the generals of both regiments refused to attack them because in their words Sondious had dipped his senses into the river of fire. Now, both generals sat with Captain Roighwheil and contemplated these newest orders. According to the herald, they were to march due east until they could find a Rugraknere outcast who could guide them to the area known as Glacier Gulch. Once there, they were to assist a coalition of elves, ogres, and Tredjards in fighting the largest force of orcs any of the lifelong soldiers had ever heard of. 
 
    “To me, this sounds like worse lunacy than anything Sondious concocted,” the General of Dorkhun said, lowering the parchment and patting it against his thigh. “I’ll be honest with you, fellas. I don’t know if King Kraganere really is king or, if he is, perhaps that rock scrambled his wits worse than Sondious’s” 
 
    “A coalition of elves, ogres, and Tredjards?” one of the other generals concurred. 
 
    “It does sound preposterous,” the third general began. “But we’re dutiful soldiers, are we not?” 
 
    “Well, we all disobeyed orders from our previous king,” the general of Dorkhun reminded him. “So perhaps we are not so dutiful.” 
 
    “Ah, but that’s different. As you so repeatedly reminded Sondious, a general in the field can disobey an order if the facts of circumstances render that order improper. We can’t quite claim that this time, can we?” 
 
    “There’s truth to your words,” the second general agreed. “We don’t know the full circumstances of this situation or these orders.” 
 
    “Are you both suggesting that we should actually march through the snow and cold to this Glacier Gulch just to see if this coalition exists?” 
 
    “Yes, General, that’s what they’re saying,” Captain Roighwheil said before he could stop himself. “And we will go to this place and find out what’s there.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Captain?” the General of Dorkhun asked, both his tone and expression dismayed by the insubordination. 
 
    “You’ve hinted multiple times that you are willing to revolt against Sondious,” Captain Roighwheil continued. “And I would support you in that. But we both know that the Great Empire was in the Snivegohn Valley. We helped defeat them. Sondious wouldn’t even consider that the possibility existed. This request tells me that King Kraganere has reclaimed the throne and now directs us to face this new foe.” 
 
    “Hmmph,” the third general grunted. “His point makes more sense than mine.” 
 
    The General of Dorkhun stared at Captain Roighwheil, his eyes seething with fury. The captain held the gaze, fear creeping into his heart that he had gone too far in speaking out of turn like that. Slowly, the rage faded from the general’s eyes, and a smile stretched across his face. 
 
    “I knew when you agreed to defy Sondious and go to the southern gate that you had real courage,” the general said. “That’s a rare gift, even among us dwarves. And while I should reprimand you for speaking that way in front of other officers, I respect that courage. You do make sense, and we will obey our rightful king. Tell the soldiers to break camp and be ready to march in one hour.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sylva had found a fresh piece of canvas and had stretched it across the desk in Crushaw’s tent. The general had already sketched a crude map of the battlefield on the canvas, and now he and Sylva studied it closely. The orcs and humans were less than a day’s march away, and time was running out for finalizing plans. Scouts had confirmed that roughly 20,000 humans had joined up with the orcs, and they marched on the northern side of the host. As such, Crushaw believed they had one chance to ambush the archers and keep any hope alive of surviving the battle. Those plans were in place, and hopefully Vishghu could remain hidden long enough to spring the trap. 
 
    “Do you have faith in the ogres?” Sylva asked, staring down at the canvas. 
 
    “I have faith in Vishghu,” Crushaw responded, also not looking up. “I’m not so certain about the ogres as a whole. They lack discipline and tend to be cautious in battle. If they’ll follow her, they can execute this charge. If they won’t, we are all dead.” 
 
    “Can’t we retreat further?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But it would buy us more time,” Sylva implored. 
 
    “You’re correct,” Crushaw said, nodding. “But the troops would never stand and fight again. We retreated the first time because of necessity. Then, we dug in here, and I convinced the elves and Leinjar hopefully convinced the Tredjards that this place is our best chance to fight these armies. If we pull up now and retreat again, when the battle is finally engaged, the marginal soldiers, the ones whose courage hangs by a thread anyway, will break and run the first time we face adversity. No, we must hold here or nowhere.” 
 
    “But we’re too outnumbered.” 
 
    “Once again, you’re correct,” Crushaw said gravely. “And if we can’t rout their archers, this will be a worse slaughter than Rugraknere. But I’ve learned an important lesson about war.” 
 
    “Please, teach me.” 
 
    “The spirit of the troops is just as important as the size of the force.” 
 
    “How so?” Sylva asked. 
 
    “Battles are full of fear and confusion, and when things start going badly for a company or maybe just a platoon, how they react can affect the troops around them. If they break and run, suddenly those around them grow more wary. So that one company might decimate the morale of five more companies. So, a smaller force like ours can neutralize a larger one’s number advantage through will and determination. You must make certain our officers understand that point and keep the soldiers from losing heart.” 
 
    “You make it sound so simple,” Sylva muttered. 
 
    “In here,” Crushaw replied, waving his arm to indicate the tent. “It is easy. Once they’ve seen thousands of their friends die, not so much, but that’s when it will be most crucial. That’s your most important priority in this battle.” 
 
    Sylva nodded her understanding but continued to stare at the map, her thoughts obviously focused on the fears and doubts of what was about to happen. Under different circumstances, Crushaw would have chewed her out for allowing the negative emotions to show on her face, especially since she was the one who would assume command if anything should happen to him, but under these circumstances, he decided to try a softer approach. 
 
    “It’s okay to feel those things,” he soothed. “But keep them hidden.” 
 
    She looked up at him, and for a moment, her eyes danced wildly with fear, like a wounded animal cornered by predators, but she gathered herself and composed her face into a mask of ice. Her features were stunning, and had he been a younger man, Crushaw would have allowed his heart to yearn for her the way it wanted. As it were, he knew his summers were limited, so there was no future in following that path. As these thoughts and emotions swirled through him, the tent flap opened, and Roskin stepped inside. As Crushaw grinned at the sight of the Kiredurk, Sylva turned and instantly lighted up from the inside. 
 
    “I didn’t sense you!” she exclaimed, crossing the tent to embrace him. 
 
    “I tuned out the connection,” he replied, kissing her cheek. “All the activity was too much for me.” 
 
    “It gets easier as you grow more used to it,” she returned. 
 
    “Welcome to our little skirmish, young master,” Crushaw grinned. “As I told you once before, there’s always more orcs.” 
 
    “For once, I wish you were wrong.” 
 
    “Me too,” Crushaw agreed. “Unfortunately, time is short, so let me brief you.” 
 
    Roskin turned and motioned for Bordorn to join him in the tent, and the Kiredurk took a moment to introduce the Ghaldeon to his mother. Though time was short, Crushaw allowed them the exchange, for there was no telling how many of them, if any, would survive even the next day, let alone the whole battle. He could allow them a couple of minutes to get acquainted. For an instant, the emptiness of his own life threatened to swallow him. He had never known his own parents, had no children of his own, and had been exiled from the life that had been most of his existence. Roskin, Vishghu, and Kwarck were the closest things to family he had ever known, and Sylva the closest thing to love.  
 
    In that instant, moisture filled his eyes, and he hurried to dry them while the others were still occupied. Old age had certainly softened him, for he had never allowed himself any such moments of weakness in his youth. So what that he had been lonely; that was merely the life he had been given. He had filled that void with duty as best as he could. Now, however, watching Roskin with his mother, Crushaw wished he had one real memory of his own mother’s face. He would trade everything for just one. He pushed the thought aside and focused on the map. While he could allow Roskin, Bordorn, and Sylva another few heartbeats to interact, he had no more time for such follies of his own. There was much to tell Roskin about the battle, and he needed to prioritize the most salient facts. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Suvene had finished his final inspection of the elves and their swords. Since before daybreak, he had walked from company to company, eyeing their blades and checking their troop placement. In the distance, the orcs and human armies had just come into view on the horizon and would be in range for battle by mid-morning the next day. At the sight, the elves had grown somber but focused, and Suvene admired their courage in the face of near certain destruction. He himself had considered fleeing; after all, this battle didn’t really concern him. Yes, he was an outcast from his people, and yes, he could never return home, but this war wasn’t really his concern. He could flee and not even truly be considered a coward for it. Well, except for one important fact. 
 
    Fleeing this battle would mean abandoning Alysea to this fate, and that was something he simply couldn’t do. His heart ached for her in ways he had never known, and sometimes, the way she looked at him or the tone of her voice gave him hope that perhaps she felt something for him, too. While he wasn’t certain what future an orc and an elf could possibly have, he knew that if they survived this battle, he would pursue that future as far as it would lead. For him, there was no other path visible. 
 
    On his way back to Crushaw’s tent to report on the inspection, he found her sitting with the other fletchers, carving as many arrows as they could manage from the last of the wood that had been gathered. As he approached, she looked up from her work and smiled. The elves around her greeted him warmly, for ever since Rugraknere, he truly had been elevated in their estimations of him. No longer was he the dirty orc eyed suspiciously in case he drew a blade and stabbed one of them in the back. Now, he was the sword master who had helped them earn their first victory against the Great Empire in many years. For his part, he no longer viewed them as backwards wood brains who deserved to be slaves because of their crude ways. Now, they were his comrades in arms and in some cases his friends. 
 
    “How was the inspection?” Alysea asked, tossing a finished arrow into a basket and reaching for a fresh piece of wood. 
 
    “We’re ready,” he said, trying to sound confident. 
 
    “The archers will be ready, too,” Alysea offered, nodding her head in the direction of the dozens of baskets of arrows that had been prepared. Since they didn’t have time to smelt tips, these missiles were merely sharpened points and wouldn’t be useful against armor, but they were better than nothing. 
 
    “I need to get back to the general,” Suvene said. “Can I see you at supper time?” 
 
    “I’ll be here, so just come back.” 
 
    “Okay, I will,” Suvene replied, unable to suppress his smile. 
 
    She grinned at him in return before refocusing her attention on the fresh arrow she was whittling. The orc turned in the direction of Crushaw’s tent and walked briskly forward. Despite all the danger, despite the uncertainty of the next few days, despite the centuries of animosity between their races, in that moment, they were just Suvene and Alysea, and he was happy to be alive. In that moment, life wasn’t complicated, and he was aware of the pulse in his neck and the frigid breeze on his skin and the press of activity all around the camp. Each of these things was the most perfect arrangement of life the world had ever known. 
 
    “Can I speak with you, Suvene?” a familiar voice said from behind. 
 
    “Of course,” he said, slowing his pace and turning his head to acknowledge Stahloor, Alysea’s father. 
 
    “We’re all proud of you,” the elf said, his voice tense. “You’ve done us a great service. You have to know that.” 
 
    “I’m grateful to have a place,” the orc returned. They fell into lockstep as they continued towards the tent. 
 
    “You should also know that I think the world of you.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “So please believe that what I’m telling you is in everyone’s best interest.” 
 
    “I don’t follow,” Suvene said, looking at the elf again. 
 
    “I’ve seen how you look at my daughter. Everyone has seen it. You have to know that can never be.” 
 
    “She is my closest friend,” Suvene said, his blood turning cold and a knot forming in his stomach. “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “Like I said, I’ve seen how you look at her. There is no future between the two of you.” 
 
    Suvene stopped and turned to face the elf who had also halted. 
 
    “That’s her decision,” Suvene hissed, not hiding his disdain. 
 
    Stahloor shook his head and frowned. 
 
    “You have no right,” Suvene pressed. 
 
    “I am her father. In our culture, that’s all the right I require.” 
 
    Suvene glanced back in the direction of the fletchers, trying to catch a glimpse of her through the crowd, but there were too many elves milling about. He focused his gaze back on Stahloor and tried to choke back the rising anger. 
 
    “Please, don’t join her for supper tonight. After this battle, perhaps I will permit an occasional visit, but this friendship you’ve forged must end now before it goes any further.” 
 
    For a moment, Suvene considered drawing his sword and striking down this wood brain where he stood, but he composed himself and resisted the urge. He couldn’t do that to her. 
 
    “You are a fine person, a real credit to your race, but I cannot permit an orc to have a relationship with my daughter. That’s final.” 
 
    “Please, excuse me,” Suvene spat. “I have a report to deliver.” 
 
    With that, he stomped off towards the tent and barely heard as Stahloor called after him that in time he would come to see that this was for the best. All he could feel was the knot in his stomach, and his mind had become a blur of conflicting thoughts. The happiness of moments before had evaporated, and all that remained was confusion and anger. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roskin looked up from the map as Suvene entered the tent. His mother had told him of the orc who had drilled the elves on swordsmanship, and she had praised his efforts as one of the decisive factors in the Battle of Rugraknere. As their eyes met, the dark fear flooded Roskin with a warning of danger, but no image came with it. He eyed the orc and tried to summon the dark fear to give him a more focused understanding of the warning, but nothing would come. There was also something familiar about Suvene, but he couldn’t quite pinpoint where he had met him before. 
 
    The orc stomped towards Crushaw without acknowledging anyone else in the tent, even with Roskin staring him down the entire way. Something had upset the orc, that much was clear, but Roskin had no frame of reference to know what it might be. Crushaw spoke to Suvene in the harsh orcish language, and the orc replied in short, terse statements that punctuated his foul mood. Without glancing at his mother, Roskin used the elven telepathy ask her if this was normal behavior for the orc. 
 
    I never seen him like this, she replied. He’s normally quite affable, especially with Crushaw. 
 
    Something isn’t right, Roskin said. We need to watch him. 
 
    Don’t be paranoid, son. Suvene has served with us for many months now. He’s had numerous chances to betray us already. He’s earned our trust. 
 
    I sense danger, Roskin implored. Can’t you feel it? 
 
    There are 90,000 enemy soldiers bearing down on us. All I sense is danger, Sylva responded. 
 
    “Suvene says that the elves are prepared,” Crushaw stated as the orc left the tent. “The Tredjards sent word earlier that they are in position, too. The ogre foot soldiers are holding the left flank, and Vishghu should have the cavalry in place, as well. I’ve done all I can do. The rest comes down to execution of our tactics.” 
 
    “You’ve split the archers into four groups?” Bordorn asked. 
 
    “Yes, 250 on each flank. 250 backing the elves here,” Crushaw said, pointing to the side of the gulch that ran from the bend to where the Tredjards held the southern flank. “And 250 more with us at the bend.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why we have so many fewer troops on this side,” Bordorn said, indicating the northern flank. 
 
    “The slope on this side is steeper and rockier. The archers and ogres can hold it for quite a while by themselves. The gentler slope over here will invite that large of a host to press into this area. They will think their numbers will swallow us. I worry about the bend, though. That’s why we dug the trench deeper here, to discourage them from coming here.” 
 
    “And if they do?” Bordorn pressed. 
 
    “Suvene, Sylva, and I will get quite the workout until reinforcements can shore us up.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re by the ogres,” Roskin added, tracing his finger from the bend to the ogre’s position. “We can support either them or Crushaw here.” 
 
    “What if the humans decide just to charge the ogres?” Bordorn asked, concern in his voice. “That’s what I would do.” 
 
    “They might try it,” Crushaw agreed. “And if we can’t rout their archers, they will, but if Vishghu is successful, they will not take this flank, no matter how tempting it appears. The slope, our archers, and our catapults won’t let them.” 
 
    “You seem too confident to me,” Bordorn muttered. “I think we need more troops over here.” 
 
    “Your analysis of the situation is quite keen,” Crushaw said calmly, but Roskin could sense that his patience was running thin. “But I know how Strauteefe thinks. He just suffered heavy casualties. He won’t risk more trying to charge this slope. Instead, he’ll challenge us with a smaller force to keep us engaged, but he’ll want to hold back and let the orcs do the hard work. And they will attack us on this side of the bend.” 
 
    “Trust me, Bordorn,” Roskin interjected. “Crushaw knows his business.” 
 
    “Okay,” Bordorn said, holding up his hands in surrender. “I can see I won’t change your minds.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, young master,” Crushaw chuckled. “If I’m wrong, we won’t last long enough for you to tell me that you told me so.” 
 
    “That’s comforting,” Bordorn chuckled back. “At least there’s a bright side.” 
 
    Roskin turned and glanced back towards the tent flap, wondering where the orc had gone. At that moment, he was much more concerned with the one orc in their camp than with 70,000 coming to annihilate them. Suvene was up to something, but Roskin was afraid he wouldn’t learn what until it was too late. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Molgheon crouched by the grate and watched Krondious struggle across the rungs on the underside of the bridge. Each time the Kiredurk had to let go with his right arm and hold himself with just his left, his face turned purple and every vein in his head and neck protruded from the strain. Molgheon couldn’t fathom the pain he had to be enduring, but rung by rung, the dwarf inched his way across the river without so much as a grunt. She had witnessed many feats of will in her life, but this one belonged near the top of the list. 
 
    Once he was safely on the ground beside Molgheon, Rhufedeon took hold of the first rung and hauled herself across. Though not as impressive as what Krondious had just endured, it was still impressive to watch the girl cross the horizontal ladder with only one leg. Within moments, she was beside the two of them, and Molgheon opened the grate. They darted inside, and she was careful to latch it back properly. 
 
    Inside, they were greeted by the same dwarf who had given Molgheon the map to the village. He instructed them to follow him and turned and strode into the tunnels. Rhufedeon managed to match his pace, but Krondious labored to keep up, so Molgheon called for the dwarf to slow down. He paused and turned to face them. 
 
    “Right now, time is short,” he began. “News has reached the city of a battle to the north. The Great Empire lost another one it seems. In response to that, they’ve called in soldiers from outlying posts to shore up the city’s defenses. Those soldiers will begin arriving any day now, so Belderheon has decided that the revolt begins tonight before they do.” 
 
    “Tonight?” Molgheon asked, taken aback. “Are we ready?” 
 
    “You’ll have to ask him that. My task was to watch the grate for your return and get you to him as fast as I can. If your friend can’t keep up, perhaps he shouldn’t be here.” 
 
    “Do you know who this is?” Molgheon asked, her temper rising. 
 
    “Looks like a Kiredurk to me,” the Ghaldeon huffed. 
 
    “This is the dwarf who defeated those riders a couple weeks back. He took an arrow to the chest. That’s why he’s a little slow, so watch your tone and slow your pace.” 
 
    “I didn’t know,” the dwarf offered. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Just lead us to your general,” Krondious said, wiping sweat from his forehead despite the frigid temperatures. 
 
    The guide continued forward, albeit at a slower pace, and led them through many twists and turns. Within moments, Molgheon was hopelessly lost, and a wave of fear washed through her as she worried that perhaps he was leading them into a trap. The fear dissipated, however, as the tunnel debouched into a chamber full of Ghaldeons. In the center, Belderheon issued orders and dwarves scrambled off to obey. At a glance, Molgheon knew that there would indeed a battle that night. As they approached, the general looked up and the faintest hint of a smile touched his lips as he spotted her, but that quickly faded as he saw Krondious. 
 
    “This isn’t Roskin,” he stated, annoyance in his voice. 
 
    “No,” Molgheon returned. “Our intelligence was bad, but this is the dwarf who ambushed the Great Empire.” 
 
    Belderheon studied Krondious for a handful of heartbeats before speaking: 
 
    “You’re too wounded to fight.” 
 
    “I can’t wield my great axe, no,” the white beard replied. “I left it in the village, in fact, but my right arm is just fine.” 
 
    “Hmmph,” Belderheon grunted. “You obviously don’t fear death, but one-armed in battle is not good odds.” 
 
    “Just give me a good axe. I’ll worry about the rest.” 
 
    “You’re just as I expected,” Belderheon said, extending his hand. “Welcome to the new Resistance.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    As Death Falls 
 
      
 
    Vishghu peered out from the copse and studied the troop formations in the vale in front of the gulch. There were so many of them; she swallowed hard against the fear forming in her gut. As Crushaw had predicted, the orcs had marched straight towards the Tredjards and elves, engaging them almost immediately. From this distance, she couldn’t make out clearly how the fighting was going, but it seemed as if the orcs had made no headway against the front lines. On the northern bend, again just as Crushaw had predicted, the Great Empire had held back, obviously content to allow the orcs to break the southern flank before committing to a full-fledged assault. So far, their archers had fired several volleys at the ogre foot soldiers and the dwarves who had been left to hold the northern flank, but Crushaw had equipped them with the shields taken in Rugraknere. As such, the volleys had done little damage. 
 
    But once the archers increased the intensity of their attacks, the shields wouldn’t fend them off for long, and Vishghu knew it. She would have to attack soon if Crushaw’s plan for holding the northern flank was going to work, so she memorized the troop dispositions as quickly as she could and then hurried back to the rest of the cavalry who were waiting on the northern side of the next hill east of the gulch. As she jogged back, the snow crunched under her footfalls. The charge would be risky, and she was certain that most of them would not survive. Against her mother’s wishes, she had told the ogres as much the afternoon before. But she had also stressed to them, the now more than 5,000 who had answered the call to arms, that they could die here today as heroes or on another day soon as the cowards who wouldn’t face their gravest threat. 
 
    They had accepted her challenge as she had hoped they would: with defiance and outrage, and now, they were poised to follow her down this slope and into the teeth of the enemy’s defenses. They would charge straight into the archers’ positions and take out as many as they could before the human and orc infantries could collapse on them. The riders who made it out were to then circle back and reinforce the northern flank. Crushaw had emphasized that if she couldn’t neutralize at least three quarters of their numbers, the battle would be lost before sunset this first day because General Strauteefe would eventually find his courage and unleash his full force on that flank. If that happened, the whole position would be lost. 
 
    Vishghu knew precisely what was at stake. If the flank fell and the position was lost, nothing, absolutely nothing, would stand between these two armies and the whole of the west. As she pulled herself onto her buffalo, she looked at the faces that stared back at her. The sounds of battle were too far off to be more than an amusing tinkling of metal on metal, but they all knew the gravity of this moment. She marshaled all of her courage and confidence and hope and called out to her troops: 
 
    “We ride for all those at home. We ride for those who cannot fight. We ride for those we love. Follow me, my brothers and sister and mothers and fathers. We ride!” 
 
    The ogres raised their clubs and bellowed to the skies, and as they did, Vishghu cast one final glance at her mother, who stared at her with a mix of pride and apprehension. Vishghu gave her a curt nod before wheeling her buffalo around and starting down the snowy slope. Despite the danger, she didn’t rein back her mount. This charge depended on speed and decisiveness, so she heeled the beast and drove it into a frenzied pace. As they sped down the hill, the wind caught her hair and billowed it behind her where the sound of thousands of hooves thundered after. 
 
    As they descended, the gulch and its vale came into view, and the enemy still hadn’t heard their charge at five hundred yards out. For a heartbeat, Vishghu envisioned them not hearing the ogres at all. She imagined her riders racing through the archers unimpeded, obliterating their ranks and escaping nearly unscathed. The fantasy was short-lived, however, as at four hundred yards humans turned to see her, shock and terror on their faces. At three hundred yards, the first volley of arrows was loosed at them, and one struck the thick fur on Vishghu’s left arm. The tip of the arrowhead barely pierced the pelt and pressed against her flesh like a thorn. She heeled her mount harder and charged forward. 
 
    At one hundred yards, the second volley was unleashed, and two more arrows struck her. The first embedded in the fur on her shoulders, not piercing that pelt at all, but the second found a weak spot on the fur of her right leg and plunged into the surface layer of fat that covered her muscles. She howled from the pain but hunkered lower in the saddle and urged her buffalo on. The beast never broke stride as it closed on the first line of archers. One arrow digging into her left arm and another her right leg, Vishghu raised her club in her right hand and swung. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    From his position at the bend, Crushaw watched Vishghu’s charge. The Great Empire had been caught off guard again, but as the ogres stormed into the archers’ ranks, it was impossible to tell if the attack was going well or not. Dozens upon dozens of ogres had fallen before ever reaching the line, and now that the two sides had swarmed into one mass, there was no discerning which group was getting the better of the other. He could see, however, that infantry from both the humans and orcs were moving from reserve positions to support the prone archers. By his best estimation, the ogres had only a few minutes to extract themselves from their current location before they were overrun from two directions. 
 
    “What’s the word from our southern flank?” he asked Sylva. 
 
    “The Tredjards are still holding up despite heavy assaults.” 
 
    “And the elves?” 
 
    “We are doing quite well,” she replied. “The orcs have actually retreated and regrouped along the center. At both points, our archers are peppering them with volleys. It’s not much, but it’s something.” 
 
    “This is a good beginning, but the day is young. Keep me posted of any changes.” 
 
    He returned his attention to the charge, not even hearing Sylva’s response. From this distance, he couldn’t be certain, but it seemed like the archers were beginning to thin considerably. On the other hand, he could also see many fallen ogres and buffalo. Though his command presence would never let it show, he was sick with worry about Vishghu. He had led countless charges into ogre lines, and while he had always emerged virtually unscathed, the savagery of those fights was still fresh in his mind. Coupling those memories with the sheer volume of soldiers surrounding the cavalry, he couldn’t fathom how even one ogre would manage to emerge from the bloodbath. 
 
    “Suvene,” he called in orcish, but there was no response. 
 
    He looked about and saw the orc staring intently at a line of elves just beside the bend. The orc had no idea what was going on in the battle and seemed completely disconnected from everything happening around him. Crushaw called again, more forcefully this time, and the orc turned to face him. The general motioned for the orc to join him. 
 
    “In case you hadn’t noticed,” Crushaw growled. “There’s a battle just in front of us.” 
 
    Suvene glared at him without speaking. 
 
    “I suggest you focus on the fighting,” Crushaw continued. 
 
    Still no response. 
 
    “Whether you realize it or not, the danger is quite real, so I urge you to unplug your head from your backside and concentrate.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the orc finally managed. 
 
    “I need you to run to Roskin’s position and make sure they are still okay. Don’t dally. Return to me as fast as you can.” 
 
    “Okay,” Suvene said, scurrying off without saluting. 
 
    Crushaw made a mental note to reprimand him later but then returned his focus to the ogres. Now, it was clear that they had done considerable damage to the archers, but he could see only a few hundred ogres still moving amid the ranks. On top of that, the orcs had gotten into position along the south and were preparing a charge of their own, and the humans were engaging from the north. If the survivors didn’t retreat now, they would lose any chance. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Three more arrows had lodged in various parts of Vishghu’s anatomy: another in her right leg, though not as deep as the first; one in her chest, which was causing quite a bit of discomfort; and one in her right forearm, which by far was the most painful and had caused the most trouble. She had lost her grip on her club and had watched helplessly as it tumbled to bloody ground. Her poor buffalo had also taken a couple of arrows to its hide and limped noticeably from the one in its left rear hip. Now, unarmed and wounded, Vishghu had turned her attention to regrouping the remaining riders and falling back as they had planned. 
 
    Unfortunately, they were so scattered and she was so wounded, she couldn’t make them hear her above the din of battle. Everywhere she looked, there were fallen riders and slaughtered buffalo, so many so that she was surprised that there were any still mounted and engaged with the archers. But there were, hundreds of them, and she needed to get them out of this position, for she knew their time was short. All around them, infantry was closing in. She gritted her teeth and guided her buffalo towards the nearest cluster of ogres. When she reached them, their expressions turned to concern as they saw her wounds. 
 
    “Call the retreat,” she croaked. “We have to go.” 
 
    “Yes, general,” several responded at once. 
 
    One by one, they roared for the others to rally to their position, and within moments, the groups closest to her began disengaging from the smattering of archers that remained. As they did, they called to those farther out, and soon, the remnants of the cavalry were galloping toward her. She gripped the buffalo’s shaggy mane with her left hand, trying to hold herself steady, but her head swam. Her right arm hung limply at her side, the arrow sending jolts of lightning up to her shoulder with each jostle. She couldn’t look down at the one in her chest, in part because the arrow itself wouldn’t let her crane her neck forward but mostly because she was afraid to see it. 
 
    “Vishghu!” her mother’s voice rose above the commotion all around her. 
 
    She tried to look at her mother, but all she could manage was to tighten her grip on the mane to keep from falling. 
 
    “We’ve got infantry approaching from north and south,” her mother bellowed at the ogres around them. “We’ll retreat east as we planned and fight our way through any who resist us. You four, ride with my daughter and get her out of here safely. I’ll lead the van.” 
 
    Vishghu wanted to commend the matriarch on her decisiveness and initiative, but her tongue had become too thick and clumsy for speech. The four ogres her mother had ordered surrounded her, the two on her left and right each reaching out and bracing her on her mount. Ahead of them, her mother quickly organized the van and drove them east. The first platoons of orcs were charging from the south, arcing to the east to cut them off, and more sounds of battle erupted as the lead riders rushed straight into them. Vishghu couldn’t see what was happening, but they must have won because they kept riding east.  
 
    Once they cleared the infantry, the column broke into a full gallop, and if not for the two holding her upright, Vishghu wouldn’t have remained mounted for long. Her only desire was to sleep, to drift off into the warm embrace of slumber and escape these terrible pains wracking her body. Some deep instinct warned her to resist that urge, and she fought with all she had to remain awake as they galloped away from the soldiers who were now giving up their futile pursuit. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After the last of the ogres galloped away from the battlefield, Crushaw breathed his first sigh of relief of the day. Though he couldn’t be completely certain, it appeared as if the archers had been nearly wiped out, and while it had cost them nearly all of the cavalry, they could withstand this onslaught longer without mounts than they could have held the position with 10,000 archers shredding them. 
 
    Morning passed and the afternoon stretched slowly with the orcs unable to make any headway against the line of elves and Tredjards. After the loss of his archers, Strauteefe had become even more cautious and had almost completely disengaged from the northern flank, allowing Roskin’s force and the ogre foot soldiers to hold their position with almost no losses at all. Crushaw knew that luck wouldn’t hold long as the humans would have to attack soon, but now that the ambush was over, he had ordered the catapults brought out. The ogres had kept up a steady stream of suppressive fire all afternoon, and the soldiers of the Great Empire looked demoralized and bewildered as their losses continued to mount. Just as Crushaw was about to breathe his second sigh of relief, Sylva caught his attention. 
 
    “Look at that,” she said, pointing down the slope in front of the bend. 
 
    Because the trench had been dug so deep and wide at this point, both the humans and the orcs had ignored it so far, but now, several platoons of orcs were dragging felled trees up the slope. The trunks were long enough to span the trench and would create enough of a bridge to allow soldiers to cross. Crushaw had kept 250 archers here with him just in case something like this happened. 
 
    “Fire at will,” he called to them. 
 
    The air filled with the whistle of hundreds of arrows loosed at once, and dozens of orcs fell, but as soon as they did, they were replaced by more who took hold of the trees and continued up the slope. It quickly became evident that the archers wouldn’t be able stop them; there were simply too many orcs and not enough bows. Crushaw called for his platoon of reserves to join him and drew his sword. Old man past him prime or not, he would meet these orcs in battle himself. He turned and barked at Suvene to prepare himself, and this time, the orc drew his sword without delay and moved just behind him. 
 
    “We have to hold this point,” he told his reserves in elvish and then repeated himself in orcish. “Roskin’s dwarves have been drawn too far down that slope to assist us in time, and it will take a few minutes to rotate a couple of companies of elves over here. It’s up to us.” 
 
    With that, he stepped forward to the point along the bend where the orcs were charging to place their felled trees. The ones foolish enough to rush across that makeshift bridge wouldn’t live long enough to regret the decision. 
 
    “It’s been many months since I drank orc blood,” he called down the slope. “But tonight, I drink my fill.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Suvene stood just behind Crushaw and watched as the orcs carrying the trees neared the trench, but his mind was split between Alysea and her father’s words. On the one hand, she filled him with light and gave his life a meaning it had lacked before meeting her, but on the other, Stahloor would never allow them a moment’s peace. Ever since the elf had confronted him, he had noticed a difference in how the others treated him, too. No longer was the revered hero of Rugraknere. Now, he was the foolish orc who had fallen in love with one of their own, and their reproachful looks only fueled the rage growing inside him. 
 
    And here he was, an outcast about to betray his own people again and defend these filthy wood-brains. Had a worse fool ever lived? And for what reason? The approval of a female elf he could never share his life with. How had his world been reduced to this? He had been an honorable soldier, and while his low birth had held him back from fulfilling all of his ambitions, he had at least been respected by his peers and superiors. What had happened? How had he sunk so low in such a short time? 
 
    And the answer stood just inches in front of him. 
 
    The epiphany struck him like an open slap, and he glowered at the old man, all of his rage focusing into one tightly focused point. This evil gray phantom had cost Suvene everything that had ever mattered to him, and the orc had humiliated himself so much as to actually take orders from it. He shifted his gaze back and forth between the orcs rushing up the hill and the phantom just before him. Perhaps there was a way he could reclaim his honor and return to his people. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roskin paced behind the Ghaldeon volunteers, imploring them to remain focused even though the Great Empire showed no signs of advancing up the slope to attack. He couldn’t allow these dwarves to believe the battle already won, for the orcs and humans still outnumbered them well over three to one. This fight might last for two or three more days, and at some point, either the Great Empire or the orcs would decide to charge this slope. When that happened, the Ghaldeons would have to be prepared to fight with every ounce of courage they could muster. 
 
    Suddenly, the dark fear flared, and a terrible image of Crushaw prone on the ground overwhelmed his consciousness. He winced from the suddenness of the sensation and shook his head to clear the picture from his mind. However, the danger was immediate and real, so he drew Grussard’s blade and sprinted in the direction of the bend. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Bordorn called. “Roskin, wait!” 
 
    But the Kiredurk neither slowed his pace nor responded to his friend. There wasn’t a second to lose. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The trees landed with thunderous crashes, and Crushaw directed the reserve platoon to stay on either side of him. He raised his sword into middle guard and stepped to the edge of the crude bridge as the first orcs stepped onto the far side. He knew in his bones that this would be his last fight, that defending the bend would cost him his life, but he was eerily calm with that knowledge. At the very least, he had found his measure of redemption these last couple of years. His life had meant more than helping a greedy emperor clamber for more resources. As long as he could hold this spot until reserves arrived, he would be okay with whatever end... 
 
    A sharp pain erupted in his core, and his legs instantly lost all sensation. A powerful arm caught his waist and kept him from crumbling to the ground. He could see a sword protruding from just below his sternum, his blood dripping from its tip. For a moment, he tried to swing his sword at whatever held him, but his arms went feeble, and the blade tumbled into the trench below. 
 
    “Who’s the better swordsman now?” Suvene hissed in his ear. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    From her peripheral vision, Sylva saw Crushaw’s sword fall into the trench, and after turning, she gaped in horror as Suvene shoved the general’s limp form to the ground. For a moment, she stood frozen, her mind not accepting what her eyes were seeing. Not Crushaw. Not the leader who had forged the elves into a lethal fighting force and had restored their sense of pride. And not Suvene. Not the orc they had taken in and trusted as one of their own. How had Roskin sensed it and not her? For that instant, these thoughts raced through her mind, and her body stood frozen with indecision. 
 
    Then, that moment passed and she threw herself at him with a fury she had never known. Both of her blades flashed through the afternoon light as she tried to end Suvene’s life, but the orc was an excellent swordsman and blocked each blow with ease. Still, she continued to attack, oblivious to the other orcs now crossing the bridge or the platoon stepping forward to meet them. All she wanted was to sink her steel into this orc’s flesh. 
 
    Step aside, Mother, Roskin’s voice filled her head. He’s mine. 
 
    For a heartbeat, she resisted her son’s demand, but then, she realized that Roskin was right. Crushaw had meant much more to her son than he had to her or any other elf. She could feel the anguish coursing through him as he eyed the fallen man. Then, that emotion switched to pure hate as he looked at the orc. Sylva stopped her assault and backed away from Suvene, who had not yet noticed Roskin charging towards him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Suvene parried each of Sylva’s attacks without much effort. She was an above average swordsman, but he had watched her practicing for months now and had learned all of her attacks and tells. Once her initial rush of energy faded, he would run his sword through her as well and take both of their heads to the generals at the bottom of the hill. Once he explained about hunting down the phantom, surely they would let him come home again, especially with those two trophies as gifts. As he mulled these thoughts, Sylva halted her attack without warning and stepped back from him. He almost moved to strike at her, but a glint of motion caught his peripheral vision, and he turned to face it. 
 
    The mixed breed slashed at him with a blow so powerful it nearly wrenched the grip from his hand as their swords collided. He backpedaled to put space between them, but the dwarf moved faster than any foe Suvene had ever fought and stayed right on top of him. The sword came at him in blurs of motion, and he struggled to match the ferocity of the attacks. Not only were the blows fast and powerful, they arrived in precise, efficient strokes that only came from hours and hours of intense tutelage and practice. Another epiphany illuminated the orc’s mind as he continued to backpedal away from this relentless foe: this would have been what it was like to fight the phantom in its prime. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nothing else in the world existed except for Suvene and the pure hate surging through Roskin. He completely disconnected from the elves and for the first time since he had struck down Lorac felt solely like a dwarf again. He summoned every iota of dwarven anger and obstinateness and strength he could muster. The orc retreated over the crest of the hill and started down the windward slope, but Roskin pressed the attack and followed him down. The battle behind them ceased to matter. Every moment of his life had prepared him for this fight, for this foe, and for this task of avenging Crushaw’s death, and nothing else was relevant. 
 
    Grussard’s blade had become such an extension of his own arms that he didn’t consciously think of the hours he and the old man had spent practicing in Rugraknere or on Kwarck’s farm. He didn’t actively recall the proper placement of his feet or the ways to glide them in any direction barely an inch off the ground or how to drive from the balls of them to generate power. He didn’t cogitate on the bend of his wrists or the angles of his elbows, and he didn’t even hear Crushaw’s voice repeating lessons over and over as they dueled. All of these things just happened as naturally as he inhaled and exhaled each breath. 
 
    As Roskin’s inexorable assault drove the orc down the hill, the Kiredurk barely noticed his opponent’s skill level as he normally would have. Years later, as he recalled this fight in the late hours, he would recognize the impressive defensive techniques the orc employed, but right now, fueled by wrath, he only saw his own slashes and draws and rakes. Had he given the orc one moment to counterattack, he probably would have noticed the same tell his mother had seen, but he gave the orc no chance for even one offensive move.  
 
    As Grussard’s blade nicked and cut and gashed the orc’s skin, he found no pleasure in the wounding and weakening of his foe. As his sword disarmed the orc, he found no joy in watching the weapon tumble to the ground. As a look of terror molded onto Suvene’s face, he found no contentment in terrorizing the creature who had murdered Crushaw. As his blade plunged into the orc’s heart, he found no satisfaction as the life drained from its eyes. 
 
    He only felt an immense sadness press upon him in place of the anger. Crushaw was mortally wounded, maybe already dead, and this death did nothing to change that fact. He stared down at the still quivering corpse in front of him and wanted to scream and curse and cry all at once, but slowly, the sounds of the battle pushed their way back into his consciousness. He remembered that there were more important matters than this one orc or his own sadness or even Crushaw’s death. The future of his people, both elves and dwarves, hung in the balance, and he would still play a significant role in defending that future. Bending down, he wiped the blood from his blade on the orc’s pants. Then, he turned and sprinted up the hill, returning to the larger task at hand. 
 
    His mother had taken charge of the platoon of elves, and they fought against the stream of orcs that crossed the improvised bridge. In addition to the elves, Bordorn had led the Ghaldeon volunteers to the bend, and they had taken up positions on either side of the bridge to fend off the orcs that had tried the trench. Sheathing his sword, Roskin ran straight to Crushaw and knelt by the old man who barely clung to life. He dragged the prone figure away from the fighting just inches away, and once they were a safe distance from the fray, he lifted his friend’s head and cradled it against him. 
 
    “Thirsty,” Crushaw managed, his voice thin and weak and distant. 
 
    Roskin uncorked his waterskin and slowly poured a thin flow of water into the man’s mouth. Crushaw looked at him, his eyes widening with recognition and shook his head for the Kiredurk to stop pouring. 
 
    “Hold the bend,” the general said, his voice fragile. “The orcs see it now, how to overwhelm us here. Hold this spot.” 
 
    “I will,” Roskin assured him, stroking Crushaw’s hair. 
 
    “No retreat,” Crushaw continued. “Victory or death.” 
 
    Roskin nodded his understanding. 
 
    “Say it, young master,” Crushaw chided. 
 
    “No retreat.” 
 
    “All of it.” 
 
    “No retreat,” Roskin said, his own voice trapped somewhere between utter despair and absolute resolve. “Victory or death.” 
 
    “I’m so tired.” 
 
    “I’ll get you a healer” Roskin said, brushing the gray mane of hair out of Crushaw’s face. 
 
    “Don’t be foolish,” Crushaw mumbled. 
 
    “Don’t leave us,” Roskin pleaded, helplessness consuming him. “We still need you. I still need you.” 
 
    “Bury me at Kwarck’s. The only home I’ve known.” 
 
    “I will,” Roskin choked on the words. 
 
    “Let us wander in the gardens and feel the sun on our cheeks.” 
 
    Anguish rolled through Roskin, followed by a hatred for every orc that ever had or ever would exist. He leaned forward and kissed the old man’s scarred and weathered forehead, but Crushaw didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    “The water is so warm and peaceful,” Crushaw said, smiling at nothing. “I think I’ll stroll through the persimmons this evening.” 
 
    “What?” Roskin asked, confused. The dwarf didn’t know what a persimmon was and wanted clarification. 
 
    But Crushaw was gone, the light in his implacable eyes forever snuffed. His body went fully limp in Roskin’s arms, and the Kiredurk gently placed his friend on the ground and rose to his feet. His mother and the other elves were fighting bravely against the steady stream that came across the felled trees, and the archers were firing into the columns behind them, thinning their ranks. Now that the orcs down in the trench had been subdued, Bordorn had organized the dwarves into reserve platoons to spell the elves once they grew weary. But Roskin couldn’t process all of that fully. Torment and hatred twisted him in two directions, and his first impulse was to charge the bridge and kill every orc on that hillside. He jumped to his feet and drew his sword, fully prepared to charge. 
 
    Then, unexpectedly, he remembered Molgheon chastising him after a raid on a plantation. He heard her voice clearly in his head, “Be more disciplined.” He checked his first impulse and surveyed the orcs. This first wave of soldiers crossing the bridge was green and untested. The orcs had sent up weak companies to probe the bend first. Once they had a feel for the strength of the force holding this spot, they would probably send forth a veteran group, and when that failed, they would press with elite companies. Roskin was as certain of this as he had ever been certain of anything. 
 
    Stop firing. Save your arrows, he communed to the archers. 
 
    Without one thought of dissent, they obeyed. 
 
    Mother, let the dwarves replace you for a bit. Save your strength. 
 
    Is he? she asked, unable to finish the thought. 
 
    Yes, he’s gone. Now, rest for a time. 
 
    “Bordorn, get a fresh platoon in there,” he called aloud. “We hold this spot. No retreat. Victory or death.” 
 
    “No retreat,” Bordorn responded before ordering the first platoon to replace the elves. 
 
    “Victory or death,” Roskin called again. 
 
    “Victory or death,” several voices chorused. 
 
    Roskin moved closer to the bridge, still twisted apart by the sadness and anger, but he controlled the emotions as they coursed through him. He would still kill every orc on that hillside, but he would do it as much with his wits as with his brawn. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    A New Sunrise Comes 
 
      
 
    When Rhufedeon had lost her leg, she hadn’t been scared during the accident. While the tons of rock had her pinned, there was no time or room for fear. There was only the instinct to survive. There had been pain; at times it had been nearly unbearable. There had been a conscious understanding of the danger and a dreadful knowledge that her leg was already gone. There had been moments of panic when at first she couldn’t extricate herself from the rubble and then when no one answered her cries for help. But those moments of panic were not the same as fear. During the accident, fear had stayed away. 
 
    It had not intruded until later. The first moment of true terror came when she saw herself in a mirror, days later, as she lay on a cot in the healer’s home. Her face was thin, gaunt, gray, and what stared back at her in that reflection looked more like a ghoul than a vibrant, healthy young dwarf. That fear had slammed into her like a fist to the sternum. The second moment came much later, as she realized for the first time just how close to death she had actually come. That fear had crept into her consciousness like a morning fog. With it came an unfaltering sense of the fragility of life. There would be more moments of fear over the years as she processed the events of that terrible moment, but nothing to rival those first two. 
 
    Now, however, standing with Krondious, whose wound still wept blood occasionally, as he prepared for this battle that wasn’t his own, she learned a new sense of fear. Ever since she had heard the sounds of battle and had sent the children scurrying for the village while she had rushed as fast as she could towards those horrific sounds, she had known that her heart belonged to him. Crawling into the ditch beside him while the other Ghaldeons took down the remaining riders before they could finish off the Kiredurk, she had not been scared for either of their lives because she was certain she would get him out of there. Sitting with him for all those days and watching as he clung to life with a tenacity that matched the immense power of his massive frame, she had simply known that he would not succumb to that wound. 
 
    Now, she had no such certainty. Now, he was about to help her kinsfolk overthrow human soldiers who had ruled this city with cruelty for her entire life, and they would fight just as savagely to retain their hold on it. While Krondious carried himself with assuredness, even now practically one-armed, she knew the quite real dangers he would face. Despite her own unwillingness to place restrictions on herself, Belderheon had refused to allow her to participate in the battle, so she wouldn’t be able to stay near Krondious as he stormed the oubliette with other foot soldiers. Therein lay this new version of fear she had learned, for she had to allow the carrier of her heart to charge into what would surely be a hail of arrows and a maelstrom of swords. 
 
    “I still don’t understand why you have to fight,” she said, trying one last time to dissuade him. 
 
    “Because I’m able,” he replied again as he had to each of her attempts. “And I can’t let others face this alone as long as I am.” 
 
    “But this isn’t your fight,” she declared. 
 
    “It’s yours, though,” he responded peremptorily. “Which makes it mine.” 
 
    As had happened each time before, she melted even more with his words. This dwarf was willing to give his life for her freedom, for her family’s freedom, too, and he barely even knew her. She wished with all her heart that she had two good legs so she could stand beside him throughout the night and fight at his side. Instead, she would have to find some way to endure the hours of torment until she knew for certain he had survived the battle. 
 
    “I will come back to you,” he added, touching her cheek with his right hand. Despite his strength, his fingers were tender and gentle. “You are my purpose now.” 
 
    “You better,” she said, trying to joke but failing as her voice filled with rigidity. “Or you’ll find my wrath much worse than anything they can offer.” 
 
    He pulled her to him and hugged her tightly. She could tell the difference in strength between his two arms, but allowed the fear to melt away as she dissolved into his embrace. Despite the wound, strength radiated from him, and she hoped that that strength would carry him through the night. They stood together in the embrace until a captain called for his company to assemble near the tunnel’s mouth. He pulled away, told her a brief farewell, and hurried into formation. She watched him leave with her heart pounding in her chest and phantom pains shooting down her missing limb. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Molgheon peered out from her hiding place in the fire tower overlooking the central barracks. The dwarf who stood watch, one the humans believed belonged to them, sat beside her with his own bow and quiver of arrows. He was young, too young to have seen battle before, and his fear radiated as the time neared. Much like on the Slithsythe, Molgheon’s first task was to take out as many soldiers leaving the barracks as she could after the alarm sounded from the oubliette. She and her young partner could not allow them to fully reinforce the prison. Once that objective was achieved, they were to clear an escape route for the company charging the oubliette. 
 
    While the prisoners were being freed, Belderheon would lead the main force against the remaining soldiers who would be massing from the southern and eastern barracks where the majority of troops were housed. Depending upon how many of the company survived the assault on the oubliette, they would either remain in their fallback position or assault the northern barracks, which held no more than a couple hundred troops these days. Either way, Belderheon had left explicit instructions for Molgheon to assume command of the company and use her best judgment as to which course to follow. 
 
    Looking down on the city in the fading light of evening, Molgheon pondered the possible contingencies. What if a snitch had informed the Great Empire of the impending fight and they were more prepared than anyone anticipated? What if Belderheon’s intelligence on troop levels was outdated or simply wrong? What if these new Resistance fighters cracked in the pressure of battle the way so many had when the Great Empire had first invaded all those years before? As with any battle, there were so many unknowns, and she had never fought a full-scale battle inside a city before. She wasn’t entirely sure what to expect from the populace, especially those who had no idea what was about to happen. Soon enough, she would have her answers, so she pushed the questions from her mind and watched for the signal flare from near the oubliette. 
 
    “Your first few shots will probably miss high,” she said to her partner. “Nerves can do that to you.” 
 
    “I’m no coward,” the young dwarf snapped. “I’m the best shot in this city.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” Molgheon stated calmly. “How many kills do you have?” 
 
    “Kills?” 
 
    “Of the enemy,” she added, keeping her voice even. “In battle or ambush.” 
 
    “Well, um, none yet,” he replied, trying to hide his fear. “But I plan on killing plenty tonight.” 
 
    “Glad to hear that, too,” she said, absorbing the details around the entrance to the barracks as the light faded. “See that lantern post?” 
 
    “Yes,” he replied, following the line of her finger. 
 
    “That’ll illuminate the doorway for us. Don’t let anyone snuff it, or we’ll be firing blindly until they reach that corner, assuming they follow that path. Can you do that?” 
 
    He stared at her blankly, as if she had asked him to perform some task beneath his lofty station. 
 
    “Do I need to watch the lantern myself?” she asked, allowing herself to sound annoyed with him. 
 
    “No, no, of course not,” he said. “Don’t let anyone near that light. I got it.” 
 
    “Good,” she said. “I’m counting on you.” 
 
    The fact of the matter was that she didn’t care one whit for that lantern or the light it cast. Most likely, the barracks would be lit from the inside, which would provide plenty of contrast for firing at the soldiers as they tried to exit. However, she had found that giving a nervous soldier some innocuous task to focus on beyond just fighting the enemy settled their anxiety and allowed them to concentrate more on the larger objective, which in this case was allowing the fewest number of soldiers to make it from this barracks to the oubliette. If he focused on the task of protecting the light, he would most assuredly attack every soldier who turned left, which would allow her to focus her fire to the right. 
 
    The signal flare went up, a lone flaming arrow fired into the sky. A team was on the ground to douse it before the whole city erupted in flames, so Molgheon notched her first arrow and aimed at the doorway. Her partner followed her lead, and they knelt in silence, their eyes fixed on the barracks. Several heartbeats later, the alarm rose from prison. The assault company was on schedule, and within moments, the door to the barracks flung open. 
 
    Her first arrow flew before she even saw a man step out the door. She simply anticipated where he would appear, and as the arrow struck him in the neck, she already had another ready to fly. Her partner stared at her in awe, his own bow frozen in his hands. 
 
    “Them, not me,” she said, loosing her second shot. “If you plan on many kills tonight.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he said, refocusing his attention. 
 
    “Keep that lantern lit,” she added, firing a third time. 
 
    The young archer released his first shot, and the arrow thwucked into the wooden wall just above a soldier’s head. He notched another arrow and brought the man down on the second attempt. Then, he missed with his third and fourth shots but brought down another soldier with his fifth. Molgheon fired steadily, each arrow finding its mark with lethal precision, and soon the doorway was blocked by the bodies of those she had dropped. A handful had already slipped by them and were sprinting towards the oubliette, but she let them go. She had known from the outset that they wouldn’t be able to stop them all. The company would simply have to deal with a handful of reinforcements. 
 
    Now, the remaining soldiers in the barracks had recovered from the initial shock and were organizing themselves against the two archers. Several had armed themselves with bows and crossbows of their own and had moved to the roof of the barracks. Another group had formed a shield formation and were clearing the doorway. Molgheon jumped to her feet and slung her bow across her back. She grabbed her partner’s arm and hauled him to his feet. 
 
    “Time to go,” she barked, motioning to the ropes they had affixed to the fire tower. 
 
    They quickly donned their gloves and rappelled down the lines. Arrows from the rooftop whistled by them as they descended. As soon as her feet touched dirt, Molgheon unslung her bow and notched an arrow as she sprinted down the alley they had scouted earlier. The young archer stayed on her heels as they darted between buildings. Behind them, the soldiers with shields gave chase, now ignoring the alarm that continued to sound from the oubliette. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The company had broken through the outer doors of the prison, overwhelming those guards on watch. Now, they smashed into the reinforced inner door with a battering ram. Normally, Krondious would have been the first one on the ram, but under the circumstances, he stayed back and let the others handle the task. He kept watch out the main entrance, scanning the street for approaching soldiers. He was armed with a simple axe, one that he could easily wield one-handed, and in close quarters it served well enough. He missed his great axe, however, and longed to feel its weight in his hands again. 
 
    His wound throbbed from the exertion of the initial attack, and with each swing, sharp pains had ripped through his chest. He wasn’t certain if the moisture trickling down his abdomen was sweat or blood, but he had come too far to turn back now. Belderheon had convinced these dwarves that they were fighting with a hero, and Krondious knew it could founder the whole mission if he disappeared on them at this juncture. Their morale would plummet, and the courage they had shown up to this point might wane if he didn’t follow through with his oath to free these political prisoners. No, he was committed to this fight and would see it through to the end no matter the cost. 
 
    On the street, a group of soldiers approached at a steady run, their swords drawn and glinting in the torchlight. Krondious called for a platoon to join him and readied himself behind the splinters of the outer door. Half of the platoon joined him on his side of the doorway, and the rest crouched on the other side. Steadying his axe in his right hand, he held up his left arm to signal for the dwarves to hold back their attack until the last moment. 
 
    Not slowing their pace, the soldiers rushed through the busted doorway, aiming straight for the rest of the company across the foyer. Once they were all inside, Krondious swung ferociously at the soldier closest to him, the hand axe ripping through the man’s armor and embedding deep in his gut. The force of the blow caused him to somersault over Krondious’s arm and wrench the axe from his grasp. Lightning erupted in the dwarf’s chest from the impact, and he collapsed to his knees as the platoon descended on the other humans. Krondious pushed himself up with his right arm and clambered for his axe, which lay half buried under the dying man. He wrested it free and got to his feet. All around him, the Ghaldeons took down the remaining soldiers, whose cries filled the foyer with a piteous sound. 
 
    Across the room, the reinforced door began to crack and splinter, and several dwarves cried out in agony as crossbow bolts flashed through the newly forming holes. The ram continued crashing into the door with Ghaldeons jumping in where others fell. Krondious ordered the platoon with him to pull back the wounded and dead, and as they hurried to obey, he returned his attention to the outside. A crowd of dwarves had gathered in the street, unsure of what exactly was happening as was evident by their looks of apprehension and the smattering of conversations he could make out. Behind them, the city had grown dark as Belderheon’s agents had doused most of street torches and lanterns, and an eerie silence had descended on the dwarven capital, punctuated by occasional cries of pain from soldiers and shouts of orders by officers. Back across the foyer, as the interior door collapsed from a huge surge by the ram team, Krondious called the platoon back to the outer entrance. 
 
    “No one, man or dwarf comes in,” he barked. “Only dwarves leave.” 
 
    They nodded their understanding and saluted him as he strode across the foyer to join the others going inside the prison. The above ground section had been erected since the conquest, but it connected to an older dungeon that spiraled deep into the rock. As the only subterranean dwarf in the company, Krondious was certain that his darkness vision would prove valuable in the lowest levels of the oubliette. At the fractured doorway, the Ghaldeons were pulling the last splinters of the door from its hinges and preparing to enter the hallway that led to the first set of stairs down. The guards had retreated to the far end of the hallway and had barricaded themselves behind desks they had upturned. Their crossbows would make reaching them perilous, and for the moment, the Ghaldeons had lost heart for pressing forward. Krondious slipped his axe into his belt and snatched up a large piece of the fractured door. 
 
    “The last arrow couldn’t do the job,” he shouted, racing through the doorway. “Let’s see if these guys are better shots.” 
 
    The Ghaldeons hesitated at first, shocked by his temerity. Bolts thwucked into the makeshift shield and whistled by his head as he raced down the hallway. Finally, the Ghaldeons found their courage and chased after him. As Krondious neared the guards, he hurled the door fragment at the ones to his left and yanked the axe from his belt. Tucking his chin against his chest, which caused another jolt of lightning, he tumbled forward to duck below the clumsy swipes of the guards to his right. He sprang to his feet and sank the axe into the closest man’s chest in one fluid motion. The guards before him, stunned by his brazenness, swung again, but he easily avoided their blows and brought down another. 
 
    The remaining company behind him reached this end of the hallway and made short work of the rest of the guards, both those that had been behind the desk to his left and those now engaged with him. Krondious leaned against the wooden wall just before the stone entrance to the stairwell and caught his breath. His wound now throbbed mercilessly, and his left arm hung limply at his side. He closed his eyes and gritted his teeth against the pain. There would still be a handful of guards in the oubliette, but hopefully, the Ghaldeons would be able to subdue them without much help from him. He simply wasn’t sure how much fight remained in him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Molgheon fired another arrow at the soldiers chasing them through the streets, and another man fell to the ground. Her partner fired as well, and his arrow struck one in the upper arm, not a fatal wound but enough to slow him. She wasn’t certain how many of the soldiers continued to chase them, and how many had broken off to answer the alarm at the barracks, but either way, she was confident that they had harassed them enough to give the dwarves time to seize and control the oubliette. Now, she needed to begin winding her way towards the prison so they could secure an escape route and a rendezvous point before more soldiers appeared and swarmed the area. 
 
    She scanned the stars, which were visible thanks to the dousing of the lights, and oriented herself. The prison would be to the northwest of their current position, so she motioned to the young archer and darted into a new alley. Several footsteps followed them, and she turned and fired blindly into the dark. A voice cried out in pain as a figure crumbled to the ground, but she didn’t think that had been a fatal wound. She pivoted around and resumed her run to the far end of the alley with the young dwarf a few steps ahead. As she ran, she brushed her hand over her last quiver and estimated that she had ten arrows left, hardly enough for a sustained fight, but they could hopefully finish off their pursuers and secure the escape route for the company. 
 
    Her partner paused as they reached the next street, allowing her to catch up and show him the proper way. Even though he had lived in this city his whole life, he obviously had little sense of direction and had no idea how to navigate by the stars. She turned right and barely broke stride as they raced up the street. Partially from the cold but also because of the chaos now enveloping the city, the streets were mostly deserted as both dwarves and human civilians decided not to get involved in whatever was happening around the town. Molgheon was grateful for the sparse crowd, for it made their movements much easier. After they had gone a couple of blocks, she motioned for her partner to halt, and they both stopped and turned to face the last of their pursuers. 
 
    “We finish them here,” she growled, the fury of battle full upon her. “It doesn’t matter if we kill them or not, but they can’t be fit to fight.” 
 
    “Understood,” the young dwarf said. Now that he had was in the thick of the battle, his nerves had steadied, which pleased the elite archer. “I told you wrong earlier.” 
 
    “How’s that?” Molgheon asked. 
 
    “I’m the second best shot in this city.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Molgheon asked, grinning in spite of herself. 
 
    “It’s an honor to fight with you.” 
 
    “The honor is mine,” she returned, peering down the dark street as the soldiers’ footfalls grew closer. “Here they come. Be ready.” 
 
    This time, the young dwarf loosed his arrow first, bringing down the first soldier before he had come into her view. While her partner notched another shot, she fired at the next soldier, who was half a heartbeat slow raising his shield. He crumbled to the street with a grunt. Her partner fired again, striking the forearm of the third man. His shield tumbled from his grasp, and he doubled over in agony. Before Molgheon could fire again, the final three soldiers stopped chasing and threw down their shields. 
 
    “We surrender,” the front man called out. “Please, have mercy.” 
 
    Her partner began to fire anyway, but Molgheon yelled for him to stop, her voice implacable in the near quiet of the street. 
 
    “They’ve never shown us any mercy,” he snarled, still training his bow on the first man. 
 
    “We’re not them,” Molgheon snarled back. “We’re Ghaldeons.” 
 
    “They don’t deserve life,” the young dwarf cried, his voice cracking with heightened emotions. 
 
    “They surrendered,” Molgheon said, lowering hers to a normal pitch. “I won’t let you execute them in the street.” 
 
    He hesitated for a heartbeat and then lowered his bow. Molgheon called for the men to unhook their scabbards and throw them and their swords out of arm’s reach. The soldiers obeyed, and then she told them to remove their belts. It was their turn to hesitate, but she ordered them a second time, more menace in her voice, and they hurried to comply. She told her partner to tie their hands behind their backs with their belts while she covered him. Then, she warned the men that she would kill all three of them without hesitation if one of them tried anything foolish. After seeing her kill so many of their friends, they must have believed her because they all three held perfectly still while the young dwarf bound their wrists. Once they were subdued, she motioned for her partner to follow her, and she turned and continued on her way to the oubliette, leaving the soldiers in the street to the mercy of whoever found them first. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Krondious opened the trap door to the last cell, calling to the frightened prisoner that help had arrived. So far, only one had tried to attack the rescuers, an old dwarf who had been trapped in his cell for longer than anyone knew and had lost his mind so fully that he had to be shackled and carried out by three other dwarves. The others had simply cowered in the far corner of their cramped, lightless cells. Having lived in the deep, far below the reach of the agriculture mirrors, Krondious had known real dark for most of his life, and his eyes had slowly adjusted to the dungeon. Even so, he was still horrified by the conditions these inmates had endured, some for decades as political prisoners of the Great Empire. 
 
    The oubliette had been originally built by the Ghaldeons, but they had never forced any prisoner to remain in one of these cells for more than a few weeks, and even that was typically punishment for trying to escape from lesser confinement. The Great Empire, however, had locked these dwarves away and left them, and now, they were emaciated, pale, terrified creatures who shuddered at the motions of their rescuers and recoiled from the slightest touch. Seeing them, Krondious now understood why Belderheon had wanted this place cleared first as a symbol for the rest of the city. This punishment was a cruelty far worse than anything he had witnessed before, and ending its hold would awaken the rest of the city as the news spread. 
 
    He spoke soothingly to the final prisoner, explaining what was happening, and slowly the old dwarf, whose teeth were all missing and whose beard had gone thin and wispy from malnutrition, crawled closer to the trapdoor. Because of his wound, Krondious couldn’t hoist him out himself, so he motioned for the Ghaldeon next to him to help as they had done dozens of times already. 
 
    “Is this real?” the prisoner asked as his feet touched the stone of the hallway for the first time in years. “Or are you all phantoms?” 
 
    “It’s real,” Krondious replied, handing the dwarf a waterskin. Virtually every dwarf they’d freed had asked the same questions. “We’ll get you something to eat soon. Right now, we have to get out of this place and join our friends.” 
 
    “I can’t see your beard,” the old dwarf said. “But you don’t sound like a Ghaldeon to me.” 
 
    “I’m a white beard, sir,” Krondious replied. 
 
    “Rescued by a Kiredurk?” the prisoner cried out. “Has the world gone so mad?” 
 
    “This Kiredurk fights like ten dwarves,” one of other Ghaldeons chuckled. “You should have seen him.” 
 
    “He stormed the hallway all by himself,” another Ghaldeon called out. “Snatched up a piece of door and waylaid the whole lot of them.” 
 
    “We can relive this night another time,” Krondious said, embarrassed by the praise. “Right now, there’s still work to do.” 
 
    The Ghaldeons escorted the last prisoner to the stairwell and led him up to the higher levels of the oubliette where the bodies of the guards lay strewn in haphazard heaps. Krondious trailed behind, his chest throbbing and blood oozing steadily from the wound. He hoped that the outside had been cleared already and knew that Molgheon should be waiting for them, but he was certain that he wouldn’t be able to fight in any more assaults on this night no matter what she decided. He would attempt to march with the company if she chose to attack the northern barracks, but he was in too much pain and was growing too weak to last long in a fight. He had done his part. None could say he hadn’t. As they passed through the upper hallway again, tumult and chaos sounded from the foyer, and he gritted his teeth in anticipation. 
 
    “We have trouble,” the captain of the company said as he entered the room, which teemed with the remains of the company and the freed prisoners. “Come see for yourself.” 
 
    Krondious followed him to the outer doorway, where the platoon he had left still stood guard. Outside, across the yard, two distinct sides had formed. One contained nothing but Ghaldeons, some armed with antique weapons that hadn’t seen service since the original Resistance and others armed with whatever tools they could scavenge. Across from them, a handful of humans armed with a mix of crossbows, bows, and swords were joined by other Ghaldeons armed with heavy clubs. The former group was nearly three times the size of the latter, which was probably the only reason the better armed humans hadn’t already attacked. Both sides, however, were shouting insults at each other, and more violence was close to erupting. Of all the things Krondious had expected on this night, a group of dwarves joining with the humans was not on his list. He took a deep breath and turned to the captain. 
 
    “What should we do?” the captain asked. 
 
    “What’s our strength?” the Kiredurk asked. 
 
    “Forty-eight effectives,” the captain responded. “About thirty more who can function well enough to care for the prisoners.” 
 
    Ninety-four of them had originally assaulted the oubliette, and now they were at nearly half strength. He quickly scanned the crowd of humans and Ghaldeons and judged their number to be close to a hundred and fifty. While the other group gave them numbers, the humans were still far better armed, especially with those bows and crossbows, so victory was not certain. On top of that, they would have to fight other dwarves, which was something Roskin had drilled into him not to do. Why had those fools cast their lots with the humans? And then there was his own shape, which was far from ideal. He truly didn’t think he would last long in another battle tonight, but he took another deep breath and steadied himself. 
 
    “We fight our way out,” he said. “Those dwarves made their choice. They can die with the masters they chose.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Molgheon leaned over the roof of the building and assessed the situation for the hundredth time. Upon reaching the oubliette, they had found this scene, roughly a hundred soldiers from the central barracks, mostly the bows that had fired at them from the rooftop, and a couple hundred Ghaldeons who had chosen to fight with the humans to retake the prison. The only thing that had stopped them was the other group that had also formed, nearly five hundred dwarves who had at first gathered to gawk at the scene but now who were ready themselves to fight. With no armor and mostly tools for weapons, they wouldn’t last long against those bows, for most would break and run as soon as blood began to flow. Right now, however, their presence was keeping the humans from storming the prison and overwhelming the company still inside. 
 
    She had not expected to find this scene at the prison. She had anticipated maybe three dozen humans, who could easily have been distracted with some clever diversion, but she hadn’t expected Ghaldeons to join them. That surprised her more than anything. She and her partner had climbed this building to get a better view of the area, and now, she wasn’t sure how to clear a path for the company. By the look of things, battle between the two sides was about to erupt. She scanned the doorway again, hoping to see some sign from the company, but so far, they remained hunkered inside. 
 
    “Any ideas?” she asked the young archer. 
 
    “I say we stay up here and drop as many of them as we can when the fighting starts.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s enough,” she mumbled. “We’re too low on arrows.” 
 
    “I’m decent with a sword,” he added. “I could give you my arrows and join them on the ground.” 
 
    “Are you better with your bow or with the sword?” 
 
    “The bow,” he stated. 
 
    “Then here,” she said, unstrapping the last quiver and passing it to him. “You cover me. I’m going for those humans there.” She pointed at the three mounted men in the rear of the formation, obviously the leaders of the group. She unslung her bow and handed it to him. “When the fighting starts, you stay up here and take out as many of those archers as you can. And watch over this bow for me. It was a gift from a dear friend.” 
 
    “Watch over your bow?” 
 
    “Do I have to take it with me?” 
 
    “No ma’am. Watch your bow. I got it.” 
 
    “Good,” Molgheon said, grinning at him again and slapping him on the shoulder. 
 
    Without another word, she ran across the roof to the side of the building farthest from the crowd and scaled her way back down. She felt naked and vulnerable without her bow, but the kid would do better on the roof than he would on the street. She would at least have a chance to sneak up on the leaders and bring them down, which should disorganize the impromptu company enough to allow those in the prison to fight their way out. As she turned up the alley, she drew her dagger and crept as close to the wall as she could stay. It wouldn’t do to be spotted before she got into position. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rhufedeon pushed herself through the edge of the mob that had formed outside the oubliette and got to where she could see the fractured entranceway. The dwarf who had guided her here stayed beside her, fending off the jostling crowd and keeping her from losing her balance in the chaos of elbows. She had remained in the tunnels for as long as she could stand, and the tipping point had come when a runner had brought news of the mob swelling at the prison. At that point, she had grabbed a crossbow and quiver from the armory and demanded that the runner lead her across the city. At first he had resisted, but Rhufedeon’s inexorable will won out, so here they stood on the edge of chaos. 
 
    “What now?” the runner asked, scanning the scene as each side inched closer to the other. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rhufedeon said, locking a bolt into place in the crossbow. “But I’d rather be here than hiding in the tunnels a moment longer.” 
 
    “Well,” the runner said, drawing his dagger, the only weapon he possessed. “I joined the new Resistance to fight the Great Empire. At least I get my chance.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” Rhufedeon returned. “We’re Ghaldeons after all.” 
 
    “We are Ghaldeons!” a female near her agreed and repeated the phrase to those around her. 
 
    Within moments, the words filled the street in front of the prison, “We are Ghaldeons! We are Ghaldeons!” The chant rose above the cries of the humans and dwarves across the way. Rhufedeon cocked her crossbow and looked at her guide. His expression reflected what she was thinking: there was no turning back now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Over Crimson Fields 
 
      
 
    Captain Polmere heeled his horse and raced as hard as he could to reach General Strauteefe. He had to deliver this news in person, for the general might not believe it from a lesser officer. From the outset of the battle, the leader of the Northern Army had been tentative with and uncertain of his every decision. At each turn, he saw a trap instead of the advantage, and within each stratagem, he saw the pitfalls more than the positives. The charge by the ogres into the archers, who had been placed as cautiously as possible behind the infantry, had only reinforced this wariness. Instead of seeing the battle as it was, General Strauteefe now saw it as if Crushaw had a ruse hidden under every pebble and in each shadow. 
 
    But the captain had scouted the northern line himself from one end to the other, and he had ascertained that the smattering of ogres and dwarves who held that ridge were all there were. The cavalry charge had been Crushaw’s last trick, and while it had been effective for eliminating the archers from this fight, Crushaw had taken a leap of faith that General Strauteefe would restrain his infantry in hopes that the orcs could make short work of the other front. There simply weren’t enough troops on the northern ridge to hold it if the Great Empire rushed at them with all their might. They could possibly hold off for a wave or two, especially given the difficulty of the terrain, but the numbers simply wouldn’t allow them to hold it beyond a third assault. Captain Polmere was absolutely certain of this fact. 
 
    He had already intoned as much to the general earlier in the day, but at that time, Strauteefe had rebuked him, asking if he had learned nothing from the Snivegohn Valley or Rugraknere. An all-out assault was exactly what Crushaw was trying to goad them into, and once their numbers were committed to the steepest part of the slope, another wave of cavalry would attack them on their eastern flank. The captain had assured him that his scouts were scouring the surrounding hillsides in search of any such force and finding none. The general had responded that they should have done that before the battle began. 
 
    While the captain couldn’t refute that fact, there had been no reason to suspect an ambush of that magnitude. For the entire march from Black Rock, they had not seen enough buffalo tracks to matter. The orcs had even reported that the bulk of the cavalry had fled from them, riding north as fast as they could. Of course, the captain now saw what Crushaw had done, having them feign the retreat and ride far enough north to avoid detection. Furthermore, he must have held them back from the area where they appeared until after Strauteefe’s scouts had already swept through. 
 
    None of that mattered now, however, and that’s why Captain Polmere had to reach General Strauteefe with all due speed. Crushaw was dead. Polmere had seen him fall with his own eyes as he had been scouting near the bend. An orc had infiltrated Crushaw’s camp and had struck him down from behind. The orcs must have coordinated their assaults with the assassination, for as the general was crumbling to the ground, they had sent forward more waves than at any point before. Their surge was working, too. The elves were now struggling to hold their stretch of the trench, and the bend itself was held by an even smaller force than what covered the northern ridge. All General Strauteefe had to do was order a full-scale assault, and the battle would be over if not before dark at least before the moon had fully risen. Captain Polmere hoped against hope that the news of Crushaw’s demise would help General Strauteefe find his courage again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vishghu opened her eyes, surprised to discover herself still alive. As soon as she stirred ever so slightly, however, her wounds jolted her back to stillness. She lay as motionless as possible and called for help. Her voice escaped as a puny croak, and it took several tries for anyone to notice her. Finally, a healer heard the noise knelt down to her side. 
 
    “General Vishghu,” she said. “It pleases me to see you awake. Your wounds, while not mere trifles to say the least, should not be life-threatening. You lost more than a healthy amount of blood, but I have administered the necessary poultice of ground roots and crushed herbs, so...” 
 
    “Where’s my mother?” Vishghu interrupted. 
 
    “With the riders, of course.” 
 
    “And where is that?” 
 
    “We retreated several miles from the battle to tend to the wounds of those who made it out. You primarily, I should say. Your mother and the rest of the riders have established a perimeter to guard against a counter attack.” 
 
    “That’s not right,” Vishghu grumbled. 
 
    “With all due respect, General,” the healer chuckled. “You have been unconscious. I believe I know better than you where we are.” 
 
    Vishghu choked back the insult she wanted to utter at the healer and instead tried to push herself to a seated position. The wounds, however, stopped her short as agony ripped through her with a fury. 
 
    “I need something for pain,” she barked more furiously than she intended. 
 
    “You have had the safe limit of what I can administer for pain to someone of your slender girth...” 
 
    “Will you please shut up?” Vishghu growled. “Just please stop speaking.” 
 
    “You are wounded, General. A lack of decorum often accompanies great pain.” 
 
    “I need to get to my mother at once,” Vishghu pleaded, masking her irritation as best as she could. “But I can’t stand up because of the pain.” 
 
    “Well, why didn’t you just say you needed your mother? If you cannot go to the matriarch, I will bring the matriarch to you.” 
 
    With that, the healer hurried off in search of Vishghu’s mother, who still maintained command of the cavalry. After the charge, they were supposed to have regrouped and joined the others on the slope. Crushaw had warned her explicitly that there weren’t enough troops to hold that position for long and that eventually Strauteefe would figure it out. When that happened, he would overrun the line and envelope the elves. She had to convince her mother to take as many healthy riders as she could and reinforce them. The whole battle now hinged on it. With her left hand, she gripped a handful of snow and dead grass and dirt and squeezed with all her might, the frustration of being wounded driving her mad. She couldn’t fail Crushaw. She couldn’t fail the elves and Tredjards who at this moment were fighting and dying as valiantly as her cavalry had not long before. 
 
    Her right arm throbbed incessantly from the wound. Nothing else bothered her while she lay still, but that arm hurt so terribly she didn’t know if she would ever hold a club again. Still, there was work to be done, and she needed to be on her feet leading the riders back to combat. Her mind couldn’t accept that she was forced to lay here and allow the battle to unfold without her. Not when so much still hung in the balance. Slowly, she eased the grip of her left hand and exhaled in a loud rush of air. She could hear Crushaw’s voice in her head, telling her to keep her wits and accomplish what she could with what she had available. That meant convincing her mother to follow through with their plans, so she closed her eyes and cleared her mind of frustration and anger. She rested for several minutes, emptying her mind of negativity. Finally, she heard footsteps approaching. 
 
    “My daughter!” her mother exclaimed, more emotion to her voice than Vishghu had ever heard. “I was so scared for you.” 
 
    “This knowledgeable healer assures me I’ll survive.” 
 
    “You are made of hardy stuff,” her mother beamed, sitting on the snow beside her. “I cannot dally long, however. The troops need a leader with you down.” 
 
    “You acted decisively back there,” Vishghu offered, trying to soften up her mother’s ego. 
 
    “I merely followed your example. Imagine that, the whelp teaching the mother.” 
 
    “But we need to return to the battle. The others need us.” 
 
    “You’re too wounded to go anywhere,” the matriarch scolded. “And our numbers are too few against, against that.” 
 
    “How many made it out?” 
 
    “Less than six hundred.” 
 
    Vishghu closed her eyes and let the number wash through her. She had known few had survived, but to know that over 4,400 of her people had died from her command was more than she could process in that moment. So many daughters and sons, mothers and fathers. So many clans that might now go extinct, all by an order from her lips. 
 
    “I can see the anguish on your face,” her mother soothed. “But know this: that charge was the right decision. Without it, the battle is already lost, and like you said, those ogres and the rest of us die anyway. I’m proud of you.” 
 
    “But we have to go back.” 
 
    “We’ve done our part.” 
 
    “If our line falls, all of that was in vain.” 
 
    “We can’t even get back,” her mother said, shaking her head. “The Great Empire has blocked the one path that could get us around the hill before nightfall.” 
 
    “Then ride through them. Ride around them. Just get back to the slope. That’s an order from your general.” 
 
    “In battle, I would obey you,” her mother replied, reaching over and stroking Vishghu’s hair. “But out here, as your matriarch, I overrule that order.” 
 
    “You don’t understand.” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not. But my decision is final.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leinjar wiped blood from his eyes and blinked rapidly to clear his vision. Whether the blood was his, another dwarf’s, or an orc’s, he couldn’t say. All day he had fought, harder than he ever had in the leisure slave cage or on the night of his abduction or in any of the battles to escape the orcish lands. All day he had struck down every orc that appeared in the trench in front of him, but with each one that fell, another appeared, and now, the trench was so full with fallen orcs that it was nearly level ground again. All day, on either side of him, the other two leisure slaves had fought just as fiercely, but now they were both as exhausted as he was, so the three dwarves had fallen back and allowed others to hold their ground for the first time. 
 
    The archers Crushaw had left him had run out of arrows an hour earlier, and now the elves had joined the Tredjards along the trench where the fighting raged without cessation. Less than an hour’s light remained, and despite the advantage the orcs held in numbers, Leinjar was certain they would halt their offensive at sunset. The Tredjards simply had too much of an advantage with night vision. The orcs would fall back and regroup until sunrise. The fighting would resume early and rage throughout the day. The Tredjards could hold this flank throughout tomorrow, but then, more than likely, the orcs would break this position before noon the following day. 
 
    The reality of that thought slapped Leinjar across the face. No matter how valiantly he and the rest of the Tredjards fought, the orcs still had too many troops. While he didn’t know exact numbers, he was certain that somewhere between a third and half of his soldiers were no longer effectives. By the bodies on the field, they had killed at least twice as many orcs, but that didn’t even the odds nearly enough. Without more fresh bodies to replace the dead, the wounded, and the exhausted, they could not hold this position for much more than a full day. 
 
    However, retreat wasn’t an option. First, because they were Tredjards and no black beard under his command would retreat from pitched battle. They would be slaughtered down to the last dwarf before he allowed that disgrace to befall the army. But second, and probably more importantly, there was nowhere to retreat to. Obviously, they could fall back farther and try to regroup and possibly find even better ground to defend, but in reality, that would only delay the outcome, for retreat didn’t change the odds. Somehow, they had to balance this battle if they were to have any chance of lasting a third day. 
 
    He looked up the line to his left, scanning the rest of the fight for the first time. From this point, he could see all the way to the bend, and it was clear that all along the trench, the battle had gone much the same. The elves had fought as courageously as they could and had killed at least twice as many orcs as they had lost soldiers themselves, but their numbers now looked woefully pitiful in contrast to the orcs still lined up across from them. Further up, at the bend, it appeared as if Roskin had taken Crushaw’s place, which seemed odd. Unless the general had moved more to the center of the elves to command, it made no sense for him to have abandoned his position at the bend. Leinjar pushed the thought from his mind. He needed to concentrate and think up some way to last a little longer. 
 
    Suddenly, an idea came to him as clear as a clarion call. He whipped his head around and scanned his army again. If he could pull back about a third of his remaining troops and let them rest for a few hours, they could attack the orcs in the middle of the night. Their only advantage remaining was night vision, and with a couple thousand soldiers, they could take down a fair number of orcs in the middle of the night. With a little luck, they could strike swiftly and fall back before they lost too many themselves. He turned to the two other leisure slaves. 
 
    “Once you’re both rested, I need you to deliver a message to the rest of the officers.” 
 
    Without a word, the two Tredjards rose and awaited their orders. For the first time that day, Leinjar grinned. These two dwarves were everything he could ask for in a soldier and had been from the first moment they had arrived in the cage. He sketched out his plan as quickly as he could and dispatched them in opposite directions. If this night raid worked, perhaps they could hold out for at least that third day. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roskin awaited his turn at the end of the makeshift bridge with Bordorn at his side. While the Ghaldeon admittedly wasn’t the most skilled swordsman, he lacked nothing in courage and had held his own against every wave that had tested them on this day. So far, the bend had held, despite the fact that no elves had been able to rotate over and reinforce them. The Ghaldeon volunteers, a couple dozen Rugraknere outcasts, the archers, and the one platoon that had surrounded Crushaw had held this position and had killed or repelled every orc that had stepped on the bridge.  
 
    They had sustained several casualties, however. Their dead had been dragged to lay beside Crushaw, and the wounded had been moved behind the archers, who had spent the day conserving their arrows and still had a dozen or so missiles each. Of the nearly five hundred total, roughly four hundred could still fight, including all of the archers. With each wave they had withstood, their confidence had grown, and now, Roskin could see that they believed they could hold the bend for as long as necessary. Not bad for an army that had been farmers and blacksmiths and carpenters a year before. Now, here they were holding off the largest army in the world. Granted, the bridges forced the orcs into narrow bands, which made the odds virtually even, but that didn’t dampen the pride Roskin felt for these dwarves and elves who fought side by side. 
 
    The rest of the battle isn’t going so well, his mother sent directly to him. We’re at roughly two thirds strength, and the Tredjards are hardly much better. 
 
    We’ve bloodied their nose, though, Roskin returned. Their morale is waning. 
 
    Up here, yes, but not down the line. In the center, they are growing bolder. And if the humans ever attack that ridge, we’re done for. 
 
    Don’t despair, Roskin offered. We can hold out the rest of today and at least tomorrow. If we make it through the whole day tomorrow, the orcs may lose heart and retreat. They are far from home. 
 
    Crushaw believed that, too, Sylva replied. But I’m not so certain. The fact that they’ve marched this far means they won’t give up easily, especially not with such an advantage in numbers. 
 
    That’s true, but the frontline troops see a much smaller force withstanding their assaults. They don’t see an advantage anymore. They realize they are in a real fight, and if these orcs are anything like the ones we faced at Hard Hope, they don’t like facing a tenacious foe. Their whole lives have been spent holding down slaves whose wills have already been broken. They don’t know how to compete against superior will. 
 
    You sound just like Crushaw. 
 
    He taught me well. It’s my turn at the bridge, now, he sent to her but then closed off his mind before any response. The dwarves at the bridge were exhausted and needed to be spelled. He couldn’t allow any distraction as the rotation took place. 
 
    “Victory or death,” he called out, drawing Grussard’s blade and preparing to step into the hole the Ghaldeon in front of him was about to leave. 
 
    “No retreat!” the rest of the bend cried back. 
 
    Roskin stepped to the edge of the bridge with a powerful downward slash that wrenched a sword from an orc’s hands. The hapless creature tried to withdraw, but those coming across behind it halted the backpedal. Roskin quickly stabbed it through the heart, and it tumbled into the trench below, which was now more than half full of fallen orcs. The next soldier rushed forward, but Roskin slashed upward and split its face from its chin to between its eyes. Beside him, Bordorn blocked a thrust with his shield and countered with an efficient slash that caught the orc in the bicep. The creature howled in agony but also had nowhere to retreat to, so Bordorn finished it off before it could leap into the trench below. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We’ll attack at dawn,” General Strauteefe said, his voice breaking the silence of the tent. “There’s not enough light left today, so we’ll hit them first thing in the morning.” 
 
    We could have hit them two hours ago when I first brought you the news, Captain Polmere thought but didn’t say aloud. Instead he declared: “I volunteer to lead the van.” 
 
    “I thought you might, Captain,” the general smiled. “And your request is granted. I dare say you’ll restore your good name if you clear them off that ridge.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. I’ll ready my men at once.” 
 
    The two officers saluted each other, and the captain exited the tent, stepping out into the fading light of evening and a sharp arctic wind. Finally, the general was ready to strike, and Captain Polmere would have the opportunity to prove his worth in battle. He would make sure that tomorrow would be a day the ogres rued for ages to come. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Matriarch, there is someone here to speak with you,” the healer said. “It is the leader of a band of clans from the far north. They say they have been riding for many days to reach the battle.” 
 
    “Send them to us,” the matriarch said, changing out the bandage on Vishghu’s right arm. The healer hurried off to fetch the new leader. 
 
    “A whole band of clans?” Vishghu pondered aloud. “I wonder how many riders.” 
 
    “We’ll know shortly,” her mother said. 
 
    For the first time in a couple of hours, Vishghu’s hopes rose that perhaps she could change her mother’s mind. With strengthened numbers, the matriarch would surely see the prudence of returning to the fight and not abandoning not only their own foot soldiers but the dwarves and elves, too. And if her mother couldn’t be persuaded, perhaps the leader would be willing to reinforce the ridge anyway. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The moon shone down on the snowy hillside, sparkling on the surface and glinting off bits of metal. Silence reigned over the battlefield as the orcs had fallen back to make camp, and both sides had collapsed into piles of exhausted soldiers. No campfires flickered. No songs rose up from small pockets. No conversations drifted up or down the slopes. The only exception was the occasional cry for help from one of the wounded who hadn’t been rescued from the field, but as the temperatures had plummeted throughout the night, even those had become less and less frequent. The silence that hung over the scene was deep and ominous and oppressive to those still awake and keeping watch, Roskin and Sylva among them. 
 
    I have a feeling about something, Roskin told her. We should send half of our archers and half of the Ghaldeons to reinforce the northern ridge before daylight. We can hold this spot with the rest. 
 
    You’re probably right, Sylva replied. We held them off with little difficulty today. None of us got too tired from our rotations on the bridges, and I also expect the humans to attack in the morning. 
 
    Those numbers may make the difference, Roskin added. I’ll wake them early and send them on. 
 
    Did you hear that? his mother asked, turning her gaze south. 
 
    Roskin had heard something, a rising commotion from far down the line, but his nearsightedness kept him from seeing much in the distance. Whatever was happening was from the Tredjards section, for he could feel no disturbance from any of the elves save those farthest south waking from the noise. Roskin and Sylva exchanged glances, their expressions mirroring each other with questions about what could possibly be occurring at this hour. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leinjar led the assault himself, and the two leisure slaves had volunteered to follow him. Shortly after midnight, they had crept across the trench, moving furtively down the slope to the orcs’ camps. Even in the dim moonlight and brightness of the snowy ground, the sentries hadn’t seen them coming as the nearly two thousand dwarves inched their way to the enemy. Then, at the last possible moment, the Tredjards had broken into a sprint and raced through the sentries and into the throng of sleeping orcs. They struck at everything before them, awake or asleep, and butchered them where they sat or lay. 
 
    Remembering the night of his abduction and years or suffering in that filthy cage, Leinjar felt no mercy for the orcs who awoke to rip of his pike through their flesh. He felt no mercy for their cries of pain. He felt no mercy for their fading whimpers. The only emotion that touched him was abhorrence for the horrors they had visited upon so many of his kin, and he hacked and slashed his way deep into the camp before sounding the retreat. 
 
    As he turned back, he realized just how far he and the other two leisure slaves had pushed into the camp. Much too far, he thought. The rest of the raiders were already a hundred yards ahead of them, and orcs swarmed in every direction. Leinjar knew the three of them would never make it back to the trench, so he called to the other two to follow him as he darted behind a half-fallen tent. 
 
    “We’re gonna have to sneak south and march our way to the cliff,” he explained as orcs howled and hissed all around them. The other two nodded their understanding. “Be sly. Don’t fight unless you have to. Let’s go.” 
 
    With that, he rushed from behind that tent and sprinted to the next, weaving his way between packs of orcs moving in different directions. Despite the quarter moon and the fallen snow, the night was fairly dark, and the orcs didn’t spot the three dark-skinned dwarves as they darted among the shadows. Far ahead, near the trench, a loud commotion erupted as the bulk of the Tredjard army shouted down the slope as Leinjar had instructed them to do when the raiders returned. His thinking had been that if the orcs did choose to engage in full-scale fighting at night, the shouts in the darkness would diminish their morale even more than the raid alone. Confused and disoriented, the orcs would be even less effective fighting in the dark. 
 
    Straight ahead, he could see the cliff, a nearly vertical wall of rock that rose two hundred and fifty feet high, land once sheered clean by the glacier that had carved out this unique hollow. If the three of them could reach the cliff undetected, they could climb to safety and find a way back to their line. If they were detected before they made it at least a few feet up, there would be no escape, only a vicious and bloody ending for them and as many orcs as they could take with them. 
 
    They dashed from tent to tent, now within twenty yards of the cliff, and fortunately the majority of the orcs in this area had already moved forward closer to the trench, and those who remained were too busy checking on the wounded and dead to notice the three dwarves in the shadows. Leinjar reached the rock wall first and turned back to cover the other two. 
 
    “We’ll have to leave our pikes,” he mouthed to them. “You two start climbing. I’m right behind you.” 
 
    As always, they obeyed without hesitation, though he saw in their eyes a dislike for that order. They dropped their pikes in the snow and found good handholds on the frigid rocks. With the ice and snow, the climb would be treacherous. Once they were several feet up, he also cast down his pike and began climbing. The cold of the rocks burned his fingers, and within moments, his hands were so numb he could hardly trust his grasp on the cliff wall. Below him, he heard orcs cry out in their hissing language, and he knew enough of their tongue to know that they had been spotted, and he also heard the sounds of orcs scaling the cliff after him. 
 
    Without looking down or slowing his pace, Leinjar continued his climb. When he reached the top, he could look back and determine how many orcs were climbing the cliff after them, but at that moment, between his numb hands and the icy spots on the rocks, he needed all of his focus not to fall. Above him, both of the others were nearly to the crest. His arms and legs burned with the effort of the climb, and his lungs ached from gulping frosty air. Below him, it sounded as if the orcs were gaining ground on him with their longer limbs, but he couldn’t climb any faster, not just because of his muscle fatigue but also because of the risk of falling. 
 
    He gritted his teeth and continued up, focusing only on each individual foot and handhold. He was no longer aware of how much farther he needed to climb or how close the orcs might be. All that existed was a crag of rock for his left hand or right, and the cold now deep in his bones. Suddenly, several pairs of hands grasped him and hauled him over the top. He collapsed on the snow and gulped for air, his muscles screaming from the exertion. The platoon stationed here had seen the three former slaves climbing and were now prepared for the orcs not far behind. 
 
    After catching his breath, he pushed himself up and looked out at the scene below. With his darkness vision, he could see thousands of orcs strewn across the snowy field, dark blood staining the light ground. Near the trench, the orcs had massed back into battle formation but hadn’t yet attacked, and further up the slope, the elves were rousing from their slumber and joining those who had kept watch. On the cliff wall, half a dozen orcs climbed after them, unaware of the armed and rested dwarves waiting for them at the top. Leinjar grinned at the other two leisure slaves. Somehow, they had survived this night and what he considered a highly successful raid. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    That Which Was Lost 
 
      
 
    Molgheon slipped amongst the shadows just behind the mounted leaders of the soldiers who had assembled outside the entrance to the oubliette. In the time it had taken for her to climb down the building and make her way through the alley, the mob had swollen to nearly a thousand dwarves, but more Ghaldeons had joined with the humans as well. The dwarves on both sides waved tools and rusted weapons at each other, and the mob chanted “We are Ghaldeons!” in a deafening roar. The soldiers had drawn back slightly, obviously content to let the dwarves tear each other apart before they themselves attacked. Molgheon knew she didn’t have long to take out the leaders before mayhem erupted between the two sides. 
 
    She drew her dagger and crept as stealthily as she could to the rear of the middle horse. She would get one chance to kill them, and if she failed, the soldiers would probably massacre every dwarf in the mob. Even if she succeeded, the mob would still have little chance of defending themselves against the well-armed and armored troops, and she would probably not escape with her life. However, killing the leaders gave them the best chance for surviving this fight, so she would fulfill the oath she had sworn when she had originally joined the Resistance: her life for the Ghaldeon future. 
 
    Before she could launch herself at the leaders, commotion at the entrance to the prison caught her attention. She slipped back a couple of steps, hiding in the shadows, and peered in that direction. Krondious had emerged from inside, the twin braids of his white beard stained crimson, and his skin even paler than normal. He marched slowly but steadily towards the exposed flank of the human line, carrying a large chunk of broken door with a dozen arrows embedded in it. Behind him, the rest of the company followed, fanning out as the courtyard allowed them to widen their formation. The leaders began shouting orders for their line to shift to meet the new threat, and chaos rippled through the column as the soldiers hustled to follow orders. 
 
    Molgheon hesitated for a moment, torn between seeing if Krondious intended to attack or merely take up closer position and killing the leaders before any fighting started. If Krondious just wanted to move closer, her attack could force the humans to charge him before he was ready to fight. On the other hand, however, if she waited too long, her efforts might prove fruitless as the soldiers would be too engaged in the fight to notice that their leaders had been wiped out. In order for killing them to have any real impact on their initial morale, she needed to strike immediately. What held her back was that she couldn’t fathom why Krondious marched forward so slowly. If he planned to attack, surely he would charge ahead. The look on his face said that he was not merely setting up a closer position, but his pace baffled her. There was no tactical advantage to marching forward that slowly, and he seemed too seasoned a soldier to make that big of a tactical blunder. 
 
    Unless he was wounded. 
 
    If his wound had opened up, he might not be able to sprint as he should, and then he would definitely need the leaders taken out before he reached the line. With that reasoning, she refocused on the middle one and charged from the shadows. 
 
    She sprinted at the horse and grabbed its tail with her left hand. Pulling on the coarse hair and leaping at the same time gave her enough momentum to reach the horse’s back. The animal kicked with its rear legs at whatever had touched its tail, and the violent motion nearly toppled her back to the ground. The confused leader pulled on the reins to steady the beast. Molgheon balanced herself on the still kicking horse and plunged her dagger into the man’s back. He let out a shriek of agony, and slumped forward in the saddle. She withdrew the dagger and flung it at the leader to the left, who had turned to see what was happening beside him. 
 
    With his movement, the dagger sank into his shoulder instead of his back where she had aimed. Cursing at the miss, she drew the sword of the one she had stabbed and turned to the man on her right. He had already drawn his weapon and was pulling back to attack her. She brought up her new weapon to block the blow, but it never came, for an arrow caught him in the neck before he could swing. He crumpled forward and fell from his mount, crashing onto the packed dirt of the road. Molgheon glanced up at the rooftop where her partner was already notching another arrow and gave him a curt nod. 
 
    She slipped off the horse, which had stopped kicking but was ready to break from the disturbance. As well trained as it had been, the suddenness of all of this had caused its instincts to override its training, and Molgheon didn’t want to be on its back whenever it bolted into the crowd. The leader she had stabbed rolled out of the saddle and thudded on the road, and that motion gave the horse its final spook. The animal broke into a full gallop, knocking aside the soldiers ahead of it. The other rider-less horse broke as well, and the two raced through the soldiers and into the dwarves who had joined the humans. The final leader, wounded shoulder and all, steadied his horse and called for help. 
 
    One soldier heard him above the turmoil and locked eyes with Molgheon, who had gotten to her feet with the sword raised in high guard. The young man sneered at her in disgust and jostled the two closest to him. Those two surveyed their fallen leaders and got the attention of three more. All six soldiers drew their swords and rushed at her. The lead one, who was less than ten yards from her, took an arrow through his shoulder blade. He dropped dead as it pierced his heart. Molgheon turned to the rooftop and shook her head as furiously as she could. Releasing the grip with her left hand, she waved the sword with her right and pointed at the leader with her left. She continued these motions for a couple of heartbeats, hoping the archer would understand her message, but the soldiers were nearly upon her. She turned and darted into the shadows. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    His father had served during the occupation, and his grandfather had been part of the initial Ghaldeon invasion. His great-grandfather had fought against the Koorleine elves, and he had two uncles who had fought with Crushaw himself against the ogres. That was as in-depth as his family history went, however, as Johsre mulled his place in the Great Empire’s military. Foot soldiers all, proud and dutiful men who were above average with swords and loyal to their dying breaths. As he watched the two mobs of rock-brains edge closer and closer to each other, bloodshed imminent, he relished his first opportunity at combat, such as it were. 
 
    He wondered what his old man would think if he were still alive. For twenty-three years he had served at Murkdolm and had been killed by the outlaw who had kidnapped Crushaw from his exile. The old man had never experienced battle until that day, and his first had proven to be his last as the filthy rock-brain had cut him down. Well, Johsre would pay back these dwarves tenfold in memory of his father. He couldn’t stand them to begin with, and ever since his father’s senseless death, he had been itching for an opportunity to strike down a few of them himself. He had gone so far as to provoke them whenever he could, but the cowards had never reacted to his taunts and threats and punches. 
 
    Now, however, the courtyard in front of the prison was teeming with unruly rock-brains, and he was prepared to punish them for rising up against their rightful masters. If his superiors permitted it, he would punish their families, too. First things first, though, for the captains had ordered them to hold back and let the dwarves fight each other before they joined the fray. What Johsre looked forward to most was tangling with those that had stormed the oubliette. He had friends who worked in there, friends who no doubt were already murdered. Well, they would regret that decision soon enough. He would show them. 
 
    Suddenly, a white beard emerged from the prison, his beard and clothes splattered with blood. He appeared somewhat pasty in the dim light, but something in the rock-brain’s countenance froze Johsre’s blood. The Kiredurk strolled towards the human line with a fearless nonchalance that spoke of sheer insanity or absolute valor. Either one terrified Johsre, for neither could be reasoned with. Behind the white beard, Ghaldeons appeared from the prison and assembled into a military formation as they approached at that same nonchalant pace. These rock-brains were not part of some ill-formed mob; they were trained soldiers led by the most fearless dwarf he had ever seen. 
 
    Johsre looked around at the crossbowmen, who had taken aim but weren’t yet firing at the approaching line. They could cut down this rabble with a handful of volleys if they were quick about it. Why weren’t they firing already? He craned his head towards the captains and stared in horror as two of their horses broke forward rider-less. The third captain looked disoriented and wounded, but Johsre couldn’t see any injury from his position. A handful of soldiers rushed towards the shadows, but one was dropped by an arrow from behind. Where did these rock-brains get bows? A couple of heartbeats later, the last captain took an arrow through the chest and toppled from his horse. 
 
    “Sergeant!” Johsre cried out. “We got trouble.” 
 
    “Hush your whining,” the sergeant grumbled. “It’s just a bunch of mindless dwarves.” 
 
    “Sir, the captains are dead!” 
 
    “Oh, nonsense,” the sergeant barked, turning in that direction. He froze and stared for several heartbeats. 
 
    Johsre looked back at the approaching rock-brains. Their pace hadn’t changed at all, but they were now within twenty yards of the lead soldiers, who were now glancing around for direction. The crossbows should be firing, but the captains had ordered a stand-down. Now, the captains were dead and no one had yet assumed command. Worst of all, the white beard wore a smirk that said he relished the fear now rippling through the soldiers. 
 
    “The crossbows, Sarge!” Johsre shouted. “Order em to fire!” 
 
    The sergeant didn’t answer, but all around him, other soldiers had begun shouting and jostling each other. Johsre glanced back around and saw the sergeant clutching an arrow in his gut. Several men were pointing to the rooftops, but none could agree exactly which one. The sergeant slumped to his knees, and Johsre knew that things were about to go quite badly. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Krondious was within ten yards of the closest soldiers. Behind them, a tempest of chaos swirled through their ranks. The company of Ghaldeons had formed up around him and matched his torpid pace. His strength was waning, and a full sprint would have left him spent by the time he reached the line. The whole distance across the courtyard, he had expected the crossbows to cut them down. In fact, he could see the bolts trained on them, but for some reason, the order to fire had not been issued. He was grateful for whatever twist of fate had belayed that command. The closer he got, the more nervous the humans became, and Krondious grinned at their fear. If they had any idea how wounded he was, they wouldn’t be scared of him at all. 
 
    At five yards out, two things happened simultaneously. First, as if cued by some macabre conductor, both mobs of Ghaldeons finally flew into each other with all fury. The din of combat filled the courtyard. Second, the crossbows finally unleashed their first volley. Krondious raised his makeshift shield, and a half dozen bolts splintered the wood. To either side of him, Ghaldeons fell, crying out in sudden pain. Krondious cast down his shield and pulled his axe from his belt. 
 
    “Charge!” he cried, pointing the axe towards the closest men. 
 
    The remaining Ghaldeons rushed forward and engaged their enemy, but he held back, certain that he was too weak to last long in the churning and thrashing throng. He had gotten them there. That would have to be enough. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After the original Resistance had dissipated into mist, Molgheon had been stranded between Kwarck’s farm on the plains and her childhood home near Sturdeon. Her husband was dead, her unit scattered to the wind, and her belly empty. That winter had been especially harsh, and her toes had lingered painfully close to frostbite as she had trudged one step after the other through waist high drifts and merciless winds. In order to pass herself off as an unfortunate war widow, she had cast away her weapons, even her favorite bow. There had been no game to speak of, and the risk of being caught armed was too great compared to the scant rewards of hunting. She had survived off what roots she could scrounge when the snow was thin enough to allow it. By the time she reached the mountains, she was half-starved and exhausted. 
 
    The five soldiers had stumbled across her campsite quite by accident while on patrol, and they had been shocked to find a female dwarf alone in the wilderness. For years afterwards, she had tried to reassure herself that they never would have gotten the drop on her if she hadn’t been so hungry and fatigued. Had she been at full strength, she was certain that at least a couple of them would have lost their lives before they subdued her, but as it were, she had had no strength with which to fight. 
 
    Two days later, they gave her the first warm meal she had eaten in weeks and a fresh blanket to wrap around her bruised and battered body. She had begged them to kill her, but the men had simply laughed and continued on their way, scouting the slopes for any remnants of the Resistance. For days, she had walked in a daydream, unaware of which direction she was going and unconcerned with what might happen to her. She could have been walking in circles for all she knew, but finally, somehow, she had found her way to Murkdolm, where a handful of dwarves, Grussard included, had taken her in and nursed her back to health. 
 
    She never told another person about those two days and lied to herself daily that she would somehow forget about it. For most of her adult life, she had recoiled from the slightest touch, and hated nearly every male, dwarf or human, that she ever met. The major exception was Crushaw, a man who by all rights she should’ve despised, but something about his broken spirit fit with her own. Over the years, she had carved out a comfortable existence, but the scars of the war, of the death of her husband, and of those two days never left her. Some nights she slept, fitful tossing and turning full of fragmented nightmares of memories real and imagined. Some nights she stared at the ceiling all night, a prisoner to memories all too real. She wasn’t sure which was worse. 
 
    In Bressard’s home, she had found the first peace she had known since the invasion, and then Torkdohn had destroyed that. She had tracked him to this city with the intent of slaying him but instead had left the traitor to his misery. In the process she had become embroiled in the new Resistance and this uprising to overthrow the conquerors. Now, she was alone in a dark alley with five men intent on taking all that was left of her miserable life.  
 
    Only this time, she wasn’t half-starved. Or caught off guard. Or unarmed. 
 
    She withdrew deeper into the alley, hiding in the shadows of the darkened city. While Ghaldeons didn’t have the night vision of Kiredurks or Tredjards, their ancient ancestors had been subterranean, too, and her night vision was far superior to a human’s. She could clearly make out the five figures who approached now with increased trepidation as they stumbled forward in the alley. 
 
    “Come out easy, and we give you a swift death,” one soldier called. 
 
    “Turn back now, and you might survive this night,” Molgheon responded, readying the sword in high guard again. “This is your only warning.” 
 
    “Tough talk,” another soldier said, stepping towards the sound of her voice. “We’ve got you cornered. This alley ain’t got no back exit.” 
 
    While she had not known that, it mattered little to her whether she could run away or not. Either these five men all died here or she did. There was no third option. In her rational mind, she knew that these were not the five men who had found her in the wilderness. Those men were old and gray and gone to fat by now. But another part of her mind knew that they might as well be, for there was no difference in their scent, the stench of bloodlust and cruelty. In some ways, nearly every male she had met since that day had been those five and always would be, so there was no third option. Victory or death. Those were her choices tonight. 
 
    “Why do you think I picked it?” she lied, her voice low and feral. 
 
    For an instant, the men all froze, chilled by the menace in her tone, and in that moment, she rushed the nearest one. From high guard, she slashed downward with all her might. He never saw the blade as it bit into his left forearm just below the elbow, ripping through flesh, muscle, and tendon and snapping bone. The blade continued downward, and the tip sank into his right thigh, piercing his femoral artery, For a heartbeat, he stared into the darkness, a bewildered expression on his face. Then the pain signals reached his brain, and he howled into the darkness, his left arm dangling limply, held together by thin strips of muscle and tendon. Blood spurted from both wounds, and he folded downwards to the ground like a towel discarded to the floor. 
 
    As he fell, Molgheon pivoted on her left foot and swung horizontally at the next man over. He had turned in the direction of the howl, exposing his right side to her. The sword cleaved into his ribs, cracking bones and shredding delicate lung tissue. He tried to call out but had no air, and his face turned to terror as he realized he couldn’t breathe. He collapsed like a wet sack, clutching at his side and curling into the fetal position. Molgheon retreated further into the alley before the other three could pick out her position. 
 
    “You got lucky, wench!” one of them called. “Now, your suffering will be whispered about for generations.” 
 
    Molgheon studied their movements as they approached in the darkness. The one on her left side had been wounded in the right leg before, for there was a slight limp he couldn’t conceal. The middle one was terrified of whatever was about to happen in this alley. His face betrayed him. The last one was left-handed, evident by how he gripped his sword. She would kill him first so she wouldn’t end up dueling with a southpaw. Their opposite movements always made fighting them tricky. The scared one she would kill last so that he could experience these terrors a little longer, just as she had been forced to experience hers. 
 
    “Too late to run, boys,” she taunted, throwing her voice to confuse them. “You’re already dead.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” the middle one begged his companions. “I can’t see nothing back here.” 
 
    “She’s nothing but a beardless rock-brain,” the one with the limp snarled. “Don’t be scared of a girl dwarf.” 
 
    Molgheon spotted an empty crate by the wall to her right. Silently, she hefted it from the ground and tossed it over their heads. All three turned in the direction of the crash it made as it struck the ground and exploded into dozens of shards. She rushed forward and slashed at the legs of the lefty. The sword sliced through the backs of his knees, severing ligaments and tendons. He toppled forward, crying out for mercy as his legs crumpled in impossible angles beneath his weight. Before she could recover from the momentum of the slash, the scared one spun around violently, and the blunt edge of his blade struck the side of her head. She reeled backwards, seeing stars, and tripped over something on the ground. 
 
    “I got her,” the scared one cried out, recovering his own balance from the impact of the blow. “She’s down.” 
 
    Molgheon crab-crawled backwards, keeping a grip on the sword. She needed to clear the cobwebs from her head and get some space between herself and the last two men before they reached her. They had homed in on her scurrying sounds and advanced cautiously. Her right foot slipped on some loose gravel, and she landed on her backside. They were close, too close for her liking. She couldn’t fail now, not this near victory, not after all these years. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Johsre had dueled with a handful of dwarves so far in this fight but had yet to strike one down. Battle was nothing like he had expected. Everything was chaos and moved too quickly for him to keep up with. A dwarf would appear before him, their weapons would clash, but then the roiling mass would carry one of them a few feet right or left. He could never stay in one position long enough to get a good clear kill shot on one of them. His arms ached from the effort of swinging the sword over and over, and his lungs burned from gulping the frigid air. All around him, men cried out in anguish, and occasionally a dwarf might howl in distress. It was obvious, however, that this battle favored the dwarves. From somewhere in the darkness, an archer had killed not only the captains but also nearly a dozen of the crossbowmen. Now that the Ghaldeons had engaged with the swordsmen, it was difficult for the remaining dozen or so crossbows to get clear shots on the rock-brains. 
 
    In the course of battle, an opening appeared before him, and Johsre saw the Kiredurk behind the full line. The white beard shouted orders at the Ghaldeons but kept himself back from the fighting. His left elbow was tucked against his side, and he definitely looked even paler now than he had just a few minutes before. The rock-brain was wounded, too wounded to fight, but he was clearly the leader of this rabble. If Johsre could slay him, the dwarves might lose heart, and he and the other men could still carry this battle. Johsre pushed himself through the slim opening between dwarves and charged the Kiredurk. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Krondious saw the man break through the line and rush him. He set his feet in fighting stance and readied his axe. The wooden handle wouldn’t last long against the metal sword, and now more than ever, he missed his great axe. As the man readied his sword in low guard, Krondious studied his technique. It was polished but not spectacular, and fully healthy, Krondious knew he could’ve made short work of a soldier of this caliber. Under these circumstances, however, he wasn’t sure how long he could defend himself. 
 
    The sword came up in a blistering slash that Krondious blocked with the head of his axe. The impact sent a jolt of lightning through his chest, and his breath caught from the pain. The man drew back to swing again, and this time, Krondious barely got the axe around in time to deflect the blow. Again, another jolt of pain, and Krondious retreated a couple of steps to buy himself time. The man pressed forward without delay, sensing a quick victory. Two more slashes and two more parries, but the second one was such a violent collision that the jolt of lightning dropped Krondious to his knees. He looked up at the man, unable to raise his arm to block again. The man raised his sword to deliver the death blow. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Krondious had first emerged from the oubliette, Rhufedeon had wanted to rush to him and fight beside him through the night. She was on the opposite side of the courtyard, however, and the mob was swelling in size too quickly for her to make her way through the crowd to him. Both sides of dwarves had edged perilously close to each other, and bloodshed was now mere heartbeats away. As Krondious walked slowly across the span towards the soldiers, she turned and bolted back the way the guide had brought her. He hurried to catch up with her. 
 
    “Where are you going now?” he cried above the chant of the crowd. 
 
    “To the other side of that courtyard,” she responded, striding on her prosthetic as quickly as she could. 
 
    “Follow me,” the guide said, getting in front of her. “There’s a path between those two buildings that comes out behind the oubliette. It’s the fastest way.” 
 
    They moved through the darkness as fast as she could manage, and sweat coated her from the exertion. Behind them, the sounds of battle erupted, and she cringed from the horrors her ears perceived. Despite having seen the aftermath of Krondious’s ambush and heard the last throes of that battle as she cradled him in the ditch, she still wasn’t fully prepared for these sounds. Voices cried out in rage and agony and fear, and metal clashed on metal, flesh, and bone. Phantom pains raced down her missing leg, but she pressed on to reach the courtyard. 
 
    They emerged into the opening about fifty yards from where the Ghaldeon company was fully engaged with the soldiers. Krondious stood behind them, calling out orders. Rhufedeon started to rush across the distance, but a man pushed his way through the line and charged the Kiredurk before she could. Krondious blocked a couple of blows, but the man quickly overwhelmed the weakened dwarf. Time slowed to a crawl as Krondious slumped to his knees. The man raised his sword to strike down his foe, but Rhufedeon brought up the crossbow. 
 
    She had never fired one before but luckily had cocked it earlier when the crowd had begun its chant. Running purely on instinct, she lined up the sight and pulled the trigger. The release of tension was more than she expected, and the weapon jostled her backwards. She collected herself from the jolt and refocused on the soldier. His sword still hung in the air above his head, and he stood frozen, staring down at the bolt in his stomach. His expression was a cauldron of disbelief, pain, and confusion. Slowly, the sword tumbled from his fingers, and he collapsed to his knees in front of the wounded Kiredurk. Without hesitation, Krondious sank his axe into the man’s skull and then toppled to the ground himself. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As if in her darkest nightmare, Molgheon stared frozen and in disbelief as the soldier with the slight limp dove at her. He landed on top of her and pinned her right arm above her head and wrested the sword from her left. Using his knees, he trapped her legs. His full weight pressed down on her torso, and panic seized her. His breath reeked of onions and ale, and his body stank from perspiration and adrenaline. Countless memories flooded her, some that visited her quite often in the dark hours of morning, some that she had forgotten, and others that she hoped were just demented imaginings. Tears filled her eyes and she gasped for breath, choking on the panic. 
 
    “Help me hold her,” the gimpy one called to his still frightened companion. 
 
    “Just slit her throat and be done,” he replied, feeling about in the darkness. 
 
    “No, she suffers,” he growled. Then pressing his face against hers, “You hear me, rock-brain? You suffer real good.” 
 
    When her husband had died, she had thought that was the bottom, the worst pain she would ever endure. Their love had been the only glimmers of happiness she had ever known in a world ravaged by war and suffering. Sometimes, she would think she spotted him in a crowd, and for a moment, her heart would fill with hope. Then, reality would crash back on her, and she would remember him in Kwarck’s home, the life draining from his eyes and her heart rending in a blaze of anguish. When it first happened, she had believed that the pain of losing him would be the heaviest weight she would ever carry. 
 
    Then, those soldiers had found her. 
 
    Compared to that, the loss of her husband had been a standard march with a full pack of rations. No words sufficed for the torment those two days had given her throughout her life, and now here she was in an alley with another stinking man forcing his body against hers. The panic rose up and blotted out everything else. She sobbed once, then again. A knot was forming where the sword had struck her head, and she was still woozy from the blow, but all she could sense was the terror of those two days. Maybe someone would come. Krondious wasn’t far away. The archer had seen her dart into the alley. Maybe one of them would get here in time. 
 
    That’s when her training came back. 
 
    Instantly, she pushed the panic aside and assessed the moment: No one was coming. She was alone in this alley with these two men. She and she alone could extricate herself from this situation. The other man was still too scared to be much of a threat, but the gimpy one was emboldened by having her prone on the ground. He had both her arms and legs securely pinned and his weight holding her body against the ground. The only body part she could move was her head. And his face was right against hers. 
 
    She rolled her head as far to the right as she could and then launched her forehead at his cheek with all the torque she could manage. He groaned from the impact and released his grip with his left hand to clutch at the wound. As soon as it was free, her right fist slammed into his ribs once, twice, three times. He rolled away from the blows, and she was to her feet before the scared one could react. 
 
    She snatched up her sword and ran it through his heart before he knew what had happened. His body went limp, but she withdrew the blade and spun around to face the gimpy one. He was now scrambling towards the alley’s only exit. Rage overtook her as she saw him clambering to his feet. She slashed downward and severed his left Achilles tendon with one clean stroke. He cried out from the pain and collapsed back on the ground. 
 
    For a moment, she fantasized about taking him apart piece by piece. She imagined his screams as the sword caused him more torment than he could believe possible. She relished these images and savored them as she had that meal among the Marshwoggs. He deserved the torture. They all did. As she watched him clawing at the frozen ground and trying to drag himself away from the danger, she knew how easy it would be. 
 
    But again her training took over. 
 
    She was a killer, yes. Taking a life in battle meant little to her now. But she was no murderer and definitely no torturer. Calmly, she stepped over him and drove the blade into the base of his skull. His body quivered from the blow and then went limp. She stared at him, conflicting emotions coursing through her. Slowly, her breathing steadied and her heartbeat returned to normal. She had done more than survive this time. She had lived through the ordeal. In the distance, the sounds of battle drifted back to her consciousness, and she took a moment to compose herself before wiping the blade on the man’s threadbare cloak. Then, she strode down the alley back towards the other fight. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A brilliant sun dawned on Sturdeon that morning, hues of gold, pink, and orange streaking the eastern sky. Rays of light caught on patches of frost and sparkled like millions of diamonds strewn across the ground. The cold air crackled with energy as the whole city buzzed with commotion. Belderheon’s forces had overwhelmed the unprepared soldiers, and the Ghaldeons had seized control of the entire city. Bells pealed, trumpets called, and voices sang out in jubilation from every corner of the town. 
 
    Inside the prison to escape the cold, a triage had been established for those wounded in what would come to be known as the Emptying of the Oubliette. Dozens upon dozens of Ghaldeons were packed inside the lobby, and a curtain had been strung across the outer doorway to block as much of the cold air as possible. Healers moved from dwarf to dwarf, administering whatever remedies or bandages were necessary for each individual case. Despite the suffering and agony present, the room still hummed with the joy of triumph and liberty. In the far corner, pressed in amongst those most seriously wounded, Krondious lay as still as he could and stared at the ceiling. 
 
    “You should have seen him,” a dwarf in the center of the room called out for the tenth time already. “Ripped the door right off its frame and used it as a shield as he charged down that hallway right there.” 
 
    “I seen it with my own eyes, too,” another dwarf chimed in. “Then he strode right across the courtyard just like he was going to a picnic.” 
 
    “Scared those soldiers witless,” the first agreed. 
 
    “To be fair,” Krondious said, grinning despite the pain. “The door was already off its hinges.” 
 
    “Listen to his modesty, sons and daughters of the Resistance. That’s how a true hero conducts himself.” 
 
    “There are heroes all around us,” Krondious chastened. “If Molgheon here hadn’t taken out those captains, we wouldn’t have gotten very far across that courtyard.” 
 
    Molgheon stirred at the sound of her name and looked around at the eyes on her. Every face held a smile, and someone called out for a round of cheers in her honor. The room bellowed with the chorus. She focused her attention on Rhufedeon who sat beside Krondious and held a fresh poultice against the reopened wound in his chest. The way they looked at each other reminded her of how she and Carloghone had stared at each other, and she was surprised to feel genuine happiness for them. Krondious deserved someone as devoted and sincere as Rhufedeon seemed to be, and for her own valor, Rhufedeon deserved a dwarf with a beard as thick as his. 
 
    After she had emerged from the alley, Molgheon had joined the company in finishing off the last of the soldiers and then had found Rhufedeon cradling Krondious’s head in her lap. The Kiredurk was desperately weak from blood loss, but according to every account she had heard so far, he had led the Ghaldeons fearlessly at every stage of the Emptying. In a fight that wasn’t even his, he had done what Belderheon had hoped: provided the Ghaldeons with a symbol of leadership against the humans. Luckily, Belderheon had also prepared for casualties, and as such, the healers were equipped with all the proper medicines for dealing with blood loss. After a couple of hours of treatment, it was already clear that Krondious would recover fully. 
 
    Now that the city was liberated, Molgheon was ready to return home and had decided that as soon as she retrieved her bow from her partner she would quietly slip out of the city and make her way back to Mount Roustdohn. While she had always believed that she had already earned the right to live alone peacefully on the mountain, now that Sturdeon was once again a free city, she was certain that her job was finished. The new generation would have to preserve its liberty, for she and the rest of the original Resistance had given as much as they had to give. Now, she just wanted to relish the peace she had helped establish. 
 
    She also knew that she would have to sneak away from the city, for Belderheon would want to parade her around as another one of his symbols. If she didn’t get away soon, she would find herself appointed as some kind of government official, and her sense of duty would prevent her from abdicating the responsibilities. Once she disappeared, she hoped Krondious and the others would understand her decision. She simply needed to live alone. The scars she carried were too deep and too real for her to stay in a crowded city. And besides, she had promised Bressard that she would preserve his home, and she had no intention of breaking a promise to a grandfather of the Resistance.  
 
    Across the room, another round of cheers broke out for something else heroic someone had done. The revelry brought her out of her thoughts, and this time, she joined in the celebration. The Great Empire’s hold on Sturdeon was broken, and her lifetime dream was realized. The Ghaldeons were once again free dwarves. She looked at Rhufedeon and Krondious and smiled at the pair. They caught her glance and returned the smile, and for the first time in her life Molgheon felt the dawn truly brought with it a new day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Becomes Found Again 
 
      
 
    Roskin peered into the darkness down the slope. Though he could see quite well in the moon and star light, his nearsightedness kept him from making out more than fuzzy shapes down at the orcs’ bivouac. Still, he gazed at the trampled snow, stained dark with blood, and the seemingly endless camps at the base of the hill. He had slept little because throughout the night the dark fear had grown to a nearly unbearable alarm in his mind – glimpses of the humans charging the northern ridge, the orcs pressing even harder on his position, and a warning that the holds on these places were precarious at best. Few dwarves, elves, and ogres would survive this day, and while he had no images of who may or may not die, the intuition warned that his grief would be great.  
 
    He glanced at the billet where his mother slept beneath a pile of blankets, her chest rising and falling in a steady rhythm. She had chosen to stay out here with the troops rather than retire to Crushaw’s tent, and Roskin admired her choice. With their general gone, the elves needed her leadership to guide them. She had helped the remnants of the Loorish elves move to the Koorleine Forest. She had trained with them on Kwarck’s farm, and because Crushaw had named her his second, she was now their general, though she wouldn’t let anyone call her by that title. Roskin was grateful for these moments with her, such as they were. For his entire life he had longed for her presence. Now, they were together at last to face this threat to the western lands, and for him, that was enough. 
 
    Then, he shifted his gaze to Bordorn, who had curled into a ball against the cold. His oldest and dearest friend, they had gotten into so much mischief together as children. He chuckled to himself as a torrent of memories rushed through his mind. Bordorn had already lost his left arm for Roskin, and with the dark fear gnawing at him, he was worried for his friend’s safety today. Crushaw and Krondious were both gone, and the Kiredurk heir couldn’t stomach the thought of losing Bordorn, too. Under the strain of those thoughts, he drew his cloak more tightly around his body and shivered against the frigid air. Dawn was not far away, and the battle would be settled soon enough. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Captain Polmere finished the last bite of eggs and pushed the plate across the table. He rose from his seat and called for his aide. The young soldier helped him don his gambeson, cuirass, faulds, vambraces, and cuisse. Once the armor was secure, the aide strapped the captain’s sword to his waist and handed him his helmet. Captain Polmere adjusted the chinstrap until it fit snuggly but not so tightly as to feel constrictive. Now, fully dressed, he strode from his tent into the dark of predawn. The cold air struck the few small patches of his bare skin and burned his lungs. He closed off the discomfort from his thoughts and marched through the camp. 
 
    His men were already forming up at the base of the hill and would be ready to charge as soon as he gave the order. He had chosen now, just before first light, so that hopefully they could cover most of the climb up that slope before the archers and catapults could see well enough to begin thinning his ranks at distance. His regiment would be followed by three others, giving them close to four thousand troops to overwhelm the forces at the top, which by his best estimation numbered between six and seven hundred. The steepness of the slope would slow his progress initially, but he was determined to control this ridge by lunchtime. Then, once General Strauteefe gave the order, he would turn and envelop the elven flank. Today was his day, the day that would be remembered and discussed at the academy for generations to come, the day Captain Polmere settled the western campaign. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leinjar woke from a brief and fitful sleep and walked to where his watch stood guard. After his raid, the orcs had attempted a night battle but had quickly fallen back as the Tredjards’ superior night vision had provided too much of an advantage. By his count, he had only lost a couple dozen troops between the raid and the counter-assault, but he estimated they had killed and wounded a couple thousand orcs. That might not be enough to turn the whole battle, but it had definitely boosted morale. To the east, the horizon was just beginning to lighten ever so slightly. It wouldn’t be long now before the fighting resumed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Captain Polmere assumed his position in the middle of his men and surveyed their ranks one last time. These men were professionals, all of them. Their swords were sharp, armor fastened properly, and wills focused on climbing the ridge. He would go on foot with them since the slope was too much to trust his mount. In the faint light of pre-dawn, he couldn’t see the enemy yet, but that didn’t matter now. They were there. He had sent a ghost in the night to make sure they hadn’t moved, and the scout had just reported that the only change from the previous evening was a slight uptick in numbers but not enough to withstand this assault force.  
 
    He nodded to his sergeant that he was ready to begin, and the sergeant passed the order on silently. Quickly, it spread in both directions down the line, and the men began forward as quietly as they could because Captain Polmere wanted to keep the element of surprise for as long as possible. He focused on his steps as the slope began in earnest, and his thighs ached from the initial effort. That discomfort would pass soon, he knew, as his body warmed up and his blood got to pumping. Still, he also knew that fighting on this ridge wouldn’t be easy, and that would make his victory all the more impressive. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roskin checked his weapons one last time as the orcs marched steadily up the hill. The throwing axes were secure on his back, the shorter sword on his right hip, his dagger in its sheath just behind that weapon, and Grussard’s blade on his left hip. To his right, two Rugraknere Kiredurks stood at arms, their clothes blood-stained from the previous day’s fighting. To his left, Bordorn crouched, sword and shield at the ready. Behind him, the remaining dwarves and elves, now less than two hundred total after he had sent the rest to the northern ridge, watched in silence as the second day of battle neared. 
 
    Sylva had left this position for the time being, wanting to walk the line down the hill and provide a command presence to the elves whose courage was somewhat diminished after a brutal day of fighting and the loss of Crushaw. She had vowed to return before lunch time, but the dark fear warned him not to expect it. The tide would shift before then, and while he had no image of her falling in battle, he sensed that something would prevent her from joining him back at the bend. 
 
    The orcs were less than a hundred yards away now, so he signaled to the archers to release a single volley. They were down to a couple dozen arrows each, so he had instructed them to fire only at orcs that tried to climb down into the trench, but he wanted one volley now just to test the will of those approaching the bridge. A hundred arrows cut through the faint light of morning, and nearly all of them found a mark. Orcs cried out in pain and crumbled to the frozen ground, but the rest continued up the hill without hesitation, thousands of them, all intent on crossing these felled logs and enveloping the elven flank. Roskin drew Grussard’s blade and crouched in middle guard. 
 
    “Victory or death,” he cried. 
 
    “No retreat,” the rest replied, their voices fierce and clarion in the cold air. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leinjar and the other two leisure slaves fought as savagely this morning as they had nearly all the previous day and during the raid. Their wills had been hardened in that cage, their bodies pushed to the absolute limits of physical endurance. Only those who had also been slaves, like Roskin, could understand their fervor, their resolve not to return to bondage. The Tredjards around them who had never been enslaved were awed by their savagery, and the orcs that scrambled to cross the trench were visibly terrified of these three. Their pikes pierced armor and bone, rended flesh and muscle, and flashed to the next opponent before the first had hit the ground. 
 
    When there was a momentary lull before him, Leinjar glanced up and down the line to gauge the strength of each side. The Tredjards held firm on the southern flank, but the elves were thinning near their center. At the bend, Roskin and his group fought bravely, but the volume of orcs across the trench from them was staggering. From his vantage, Leinjar found it impossible to fathom how such a small force could withstand those numbers for long. And on the northern ridge, the humans had finally attacked and were now fully engaged with the defending force. From that distance, it was hard to discern exactly what was happening, but it didn’t look promising. 
 
    Sensing a foe moving closer, Leinjar returned his focus to the space just before him and managed to block a downward slash before the sword found its mark. He cursed under his breath at his lack of concentration and countered with an upward jab of his pike. The sharp point of the blade slipped between the orc’s cuirass and bevor, and the creature shuddered in a paroxysm of pain before tumbling into the ditch, which was nearly full from all the dead. Leinjar gathered his wits and focused on the enemies around him. That had been close, too close for the importance the Lord of Arms carried among these dwarves. He couldn’t perish from some casual perusal of the rest of the battle. His attention had to remain riveted on the fight before him. He readied his pike and awaited the next foe. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “My arms are sore from yesterday,” Bordorn said as he and Roskin fell back from the bridge to allow the second squad their turn in the rotation. 
 
    “You’re getting soft,” Roskin chuckled. “Need to take you back to the logging town.” 
 
    “I think so,” Bordorn replied seriously. “That was the happiest time of my life.” 
 
    “More than this?” Roskin quipped, motioning down the hill at the swarm of orcs. 
 
    “I’m serious,” Bordorn continued. “The work was hard, but I went to bed content each night.” 
 
    “Well, after this battle, maybe you can,” Roskin returned, sitting on a blanket. The truth was, he too was sore from the previous day’s fighting and hadn’t realized just how sore until he had swung his sword for the first time. He placed it on the blanket beside him and stretched out his legs. He would rest while he could, for today would be long and arduous. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Captain Polmere delivered orders to his runners and sent them scurrying in both directions along the width of the ridge. The reports were all positive. After absorbing the initial brunt from the archers and catapults, losing several hundred good men from the volleys, they had reached the fortifications and were now fighting viciously all across the line. So far, the enemy had withstood the onslaught, but each report indicated that the line was softening. It wouldn’t be long before a weak spot opened in the defenses and a wedge could be driven through the defenders. Once that happened, the battle would be won. Captain Polmere called out words of encouragement to those fighting within earshot. The men responded by increasing the intensity of their assault, and the captain drew his sword. If the breach occurred here, he would charge through the wedge himself and join the combat. Victory was near; it was simply a matter of time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    General Strauteefe stared up the ridge, beaming with pride at the momentum his four regiments had managed after the initial storm of arrows and stones. While the enemy had not broken yet, the outcome seemed inevitable. It seemed his fears had been unwarranted. Crushaw truly had played his last trick with that cavalry assault on the archers, for no ambush had appeared throughout the morning. Captain Polmere had been correct that they should’ve attacked the previous day, but the general wouldn’t second guess himself now, not with victory so close at hand. He may have lost the Battle of Rugraknere because of the unexpected appearance of the elves, but he would win the western campaign today, for once this force fell, there would be none left to oppose the Great Empire’s advance. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sylva implored the elves to fight harder. She called out with her voice and pleaded through communion, but ever since Crushaw had fallen, their morale had plummeted. Near the middle of their section, where the orcs pressed with intense fury, she took a turn along the front, fighting with all the skill she could muster. She was not her son’s equal with a blade, but she was as good as any other elf. Her presence made a difference as her twin blades flashed in the mid-morning light. Her arms and shoulders were sore from the previous day, but she ignored the pain and fatigue and slashed at the orcs with as much ferocity as she could marshal. 
 
    Victory or death, she cried out telepathically. 
 
    No retreat, a smattering of minds returned. 
 
    She pushed beyond the pain and found a reserve of energy. Using that, she launched herself at the orcs with berserk intensity, striking down a dozen enemies before the rush began to fade. Careful not to extend herself too far into the orcs’ line, she edged back to her initial position, still slashing at any who came with arm’s reach. Once she was back to her line, she cried out as loud as she could manage: 
 
    “Victory or death!” 
 
    “No retreat!” came the frenetic reply from those who had witnessed her brief blitz. 
 
    “Victory or death!” she cried again. 
 
    “No retreat!” came the reply from dozens more voices. 
 
    “For Crushaw,” another elf called out. 
 
    “For Crushaw,” echoed hundreds of replies. 
 
    “For Crushaw,” Sylva yelled. 
 
    And this time the echo was thunderous as nearly every elf called in unison. For a moment, the air buzzed with the fallen general’s name, the sound so awesome the orcs recoiled from it. As the orcs resumed their assault, Sylva held her ground, fighting any who came within range of her blades. In the back of her mind, she knew she needed to return to the bend, for they would require every sword they could find before this day ended. Right now, however, she was needed here, fighting alongside both Koorleine and Loorish elves and lifting their spirit of force as Crushaw had told her she must. Right now, this was her only role. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    General Strauteefe dispatched a runner to gather whatever news Captain Polmere had to report. While the battle still seemed to be going in their favor, the regiments had stalled at the line as the ogres, elves, and dwarves fought ferociously to hold the ridge. There were still enough troops down here at the base to take it this day if the captain failed, but General Strauteefe wanted control by midday, which was fast approaching. Hopefully the assault force would pierce the defensive line soon and make short shrift of the defenders who remained. As he mulled these thoughts, a sound to the east caught his attention. He turned in that direction, and his heart skipped a beat at what his eyes beheld. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He should have felt jubilation that his regiment was about to break through the line. He should have been moving forward and beseeching his men to increase their intensity. He should have been preparing a runner to send news back to the general that the enemy was broken, for these were the facts before his eyes. However, the captain did none of these things, for he sensed that something was wrong. Instead of celebrating a moment of victory, he wheeled about and peered down the slope to the main camp. 
 
    There, charging from the east, another wave of cavalry descended upon the general’s eastern flank. Thousands of ogres, most on buffalo as those the day before had been but a couple hundred mounted on the largest mastodons the captain had ever seen. Even from that distance, the beasts loomed immensely, twice as tall at the shoulder as the tallest ogre, with thick red fur and tusks longer than the average spear. Their gait was surprisingly fast, and even though the general had already begun shifting his ranks to meet the new threat, the momentum of the charge appeared unstoppable. 
 
    How could this be? Captain Polmere thought. He had had these hills scouted for miles. Where had Crushaw hidden a cavalry force this large? He gathered his wits and called for his men to rally to him. The nearest sergeant paused and stared at him as if he had gone crazy, but once the sergeant noticed the attack on the main camp, he repeated the order frantically. Within moments, the assault by his regiment halted, and the force began to retreat down the slope, giving up all the ground they had gained that morning. Soon, the other three regiments also realized what was happening below and followed the captain back down the hill. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A light breeze caught a wisp of snow and buffeted it across the ground. Vishghu watched as the flakes skittered along, her thoughts at the battle. The ogres from the far north, who had been gathering together ever since the call had gone out for Rugraknere, had taken little convincing to attack. In fact, they were itching for a fight, over three thousand of them, and while they weren’t seasoned warriors, their mounts were mostly fresh. Seeing the enormous force, her mother had relented and agreed to rejoin the assault, so Vishghu was left here alone with only the garrulous healer for company. She longed more than anything to be on her mount, rushing into battle with the wind whipping her hair around her face and the buffalo’s hooves thundering beneath her, but her injuries were too severe. 
 
    Twice now, Crushaw had trusted her with a critical role in his strategy, and twice she had fought to within a breath of her life. She wasn’t certain if she should be proud of the successes or ashamed of succumbing to her wounds. From a lifetime of criticism, she couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps they were a result of her inadequacies as a warrior. If she were more skilled, like Crushaw or Molgheon, perhaps she wouldn’t have gotten wounded. 
 
    “Excuse me, general,” the healer interrupted her thoughts. “Might I inquire as to why you look so downtrodden?” 
 
    “I should be leading my troops,” she replied tersely. 
 
    “If I may speak frankly, you are.” 
 
    “I’m stretched out on my back in a distant hollow far from the fighting. I’m not leading anything.” 
 
    “Perhaps you lack the proper perspective,” the healer scoffed, her voice growing terse for the first time. “You could not see yourself this last week, the way you inspired our people, the way you instilled courage into our hearts. And of course, yesterday, you were the difference in the battle. Had you not charged so intrepidly into those arrows, I have no doubt our ranks would have broken and scattered.” 
 
    Vishghu stared at the healer, uncertain whether she was being pacified or genuinely lauded. 
 
    “I am not much of a fighter, as you can well imagine,” the healer continued. “So I rode near the rear, just hoping to survive. That strategy had worked in Rugraknere so I hoped my good fortune would continue. Somehow, in the chaos, I ended up near you, and you already had three arrows embedded in your flesh, but you refused to relent. Watching you, I realized what an honor it was to fight in your presence, to be part of the force that you led against the Great Empire. More to the point, I found my courage because I decided that dying under your banner would be the highest honor I could ever achieve. I am not the only one who feels that way, either, so while you may be here on your back far from the battle, every ogre who rode with you yesterday carries you in their heart.” 
 
    A single tear broke loose and rolled down Vishghu’s temple. She knew that she had prodded and cajoled and persuaded her people into action, but she had been oblivious to inspiring them as Crushaw had once done for her on the Slithsythe Plantation.  
 
    “Please, forgive my rudeness yesterday,” Vishghu offered. 
 
    “You were in pain,” the healer responded, smiling softly. “Pain often negates our societal norms for interaction.” 
 
    “Well, thank you for your patience.” 
 
    “No, general, thank you for giving me stories to share with future generations. I rode with Vishghu the Valiant and served as her personal healer. You have made me somebody.” 
 
    “The Valiant?” 
 
    “That is the sobriquet going around.” 
 
    Vishghu chuckled to herself. A nickname from battle. What would Crushaw think when he heard it? She closed her eyes and imagined his laugh as he teased her. At least she hadn’t failed the old man. That knowledge allowed her to rest easy and await news from the battle. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sylva stared incredulously as the ogre cavalry assailed the humans at the base of the ridge. Even the orcs had turned to witness the charge, such was the din of battle. The mastodons alone were enough to strike terror into the men’s hearts, and as the wave broke into their position, the soldiers scattered in all directions. After the initial confusion, they gathered their wits and regrouped against the new foe. The soldiers who had been on the ridge had retreated down to assist, and the fighting was savage and cruel as man, ogre, and beast melted into a shuddering mass of violence. 
 
    She didn’t get to watch long enough to discern which force carried the day, for the orc leaders badgered the foot soldiers back to action, and they resumed the assault all along the western slope. She continued to hold her ground, only falling back for brief respites. Her arms burned with fatigue, but she struggled through the pain and cut down every orc that appeared before her. She had remained in this position all morning, and now, with the sun at midday, she had forgone the demand at the bend. These elves had responded to her presence and needed her to keep their wills indomitable. Roskin could hold his place without her. Of that she was certain. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I’m tired of fighting these orcs,” Bordorn said, his sword flashing in the sunlight and his shield clanging from the crash of steel. “Why don’t they just give up and go home?” 
 
    “That would be too easy,” Roskin replied, dueling with a fairly skilled orc. “Besides, the bards would have nothing to sing about if they ran away.” 
 
    “Well, we wouldn’t want to deprive the bards,” Bordorn huffed. 
 
    Despite their banter, both dwarves were already fatigued. Many in their company had fallen that morning, some with mortal wounds but most injured too severely to fight effectively. As such, Roskin and Bordorn, already sore and weary from the previous day, had been pressed into longer stretches at the bridge. Roskin fought purely from instinct, and he whispered thanks to Crushaw for drilling him so relentlessly on technique. Now, this fatigued in battle, he understood the wisdom behind the training. Even with his mind too tired to think clearly, his body still knew precisely what to do. 
 
    He was also grateful for the general’s preparation of this battlefield. Had the trench not been dug so deeply at this point, the orcs would have already streamed over the lip, but as it were, any that tried to climb down into it were easily eliminated. Earlier, it had been with bows, but now that they were out of arrows, the archers had taken up swords and guarded the trench fiercely. For the most part, the orcs had given up testing that route, and Roskin appreciated that this land had such a dearth of sizable trees. If the orcs could make even one more decent bridge, there would be no stopping them. 
 
    His mother had informed him of the tumult between the ogres and humans at the base of the hill, and he was surprised by this new wave of cavalry. Where had they come from? Had Crushaw known and withheld the information as part of some larger strategy? Whatever the reason, Roskin was ecstatic with the reinforcements. From the information he had received from the elves on that ridge, their line had been crumbling. Now, they had regrouped and reformed. Their numbers were too few to mount any kind of counterattack, but they could defend the ridge a little longer if necessary. 
 
    Roskin finally struck down the orc he had been dueling with and called for someone to relieve him before the next one rushed forward. A young elf stepped into his spot as he slipped back. Moments later, Bordorn joined him, and the two dwarves collapsed on blood-stained blankets. The sweat on his torso caused Roskin to shiver violently as a breeze surged up the ridge. He longed for a roaring fire, a fresh set of clothes, and a tankard of dwarven ale. 
 
    “I wish you could’ve seen those mastodons,” Bordorn said, after catching his breath. “All those stories we heard of them as kids I never really believed. I mean, gigantic beasts from the far north, come on. But they were something to see.” 
 
    “After the battle, maybe we can see them close up,” Roskin offered. 
 
    “If any are left alive,” Bordorn sighed. “The last I saw, the humans were concentrating their efforts on bringing them down.” 
 
    “Can’t say I disagree with that strategy.” 
 
    “Here’s what worries me,” Bordorn said, his tone growing more serious. “Now that the humans aren’t there to block them, what’s to keep the orcs from charging that ridge themselves? They’ve still got the numbers.” 
 
    “I know,” Roskin agreed. “Been thinking that myself.” 
 
    “We can hold the bend with fifty of us. I say we send another hundred troops over there to fill in some of what was lost.” 
 
    “That leaves us awfully thin,” Roskin mumbled. “But you’re right.” 
 
    “It only takes four or five of us to hold the bridge,” Bordorn continued. “We can keep up three rotations. The rest can cover the edge of the trench whenever the orcs try it next.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Roskin said, nodding. “We’ll send the rest of the elves. That way the bards can sing about the dwarves who held the bend.” 
 
    “As long as they praise my rugged good looks and witty charm,” Bordorn chuckled. “They can sing all they want.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roskin slipped back into position at the bridge, relieving a Ghaldeon who had taken a wicked wound to the abdomen. Their numbers were dwindling quickly, now with less than twenty-five effectives, and his time at the front grew longer each rotation. His body, cut and scratched and bruised all over, longed for real rest. One cut on his left hand throbbed incessantly, and with certain movements, sharp pains tore through his right foot. He couldn’t even remember how or when he had injured it, but the pain caused waves of nausea to pass through him. Despite all that, he continued to strike down every orc that came forward. 
 
    And come forward they did. 
 
    For as far as he could see, their figures stretched down the slope, and just as Bordorn had predicted, they had also begun scaling the northern ridge. Fortunately, the surviving ogre cavalry had also joined the line, so the numbers holding that ridge had swelled to nearly three thousand. Between the catapults and the terrain, they could fend off the assault for as long as their rations held out. 
 
    From fatigue, Roskin’s technique had grown sloppy. His muscles simply couldn’t perform the precise slashes, rakes, and draws that he wanted, and his speed had diminished somewhat. Whenever he wanted to throw down his sword and quit, however, he thought about the brand on his hip or Crushaw’s lifeless body in his arms, and a new wave of hatred for the orcs washed through him. The hatred dredged up reserves of energy from somewhere deep inside, and he pressed on. After nearly an hour of fighting this rotation, with the sun halfway between noon and the western horizon, he called for relief. An exile from Rugraknere took his place and he stumbled to the blankets where Bordorn already sat and gasped for breath. The pain in Roskin’s foot was nearly unbearable as he collapsed to the ground. For the first time, the thought struck him that they couldn’t win this battle. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sylva felt her son’s distress and filled with sadness. She too had begun to see the futility of their efforts. Less than two thousand elves who could still fight remained, and they were stretched as thinly as possible down the full length of their line. Across from them, the orcs were also visibly thinned but still outnumbered the elves two to one. She blocked her feelings from anyone else and projected her best aura of confidence, hoping the elves would continue to fight down to the last sword. As long as there was life, there was hope. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leinjar spat out blood and a broken tooth. The butt of a halberd had caught him in the jaw as an orc had swung at one of the other leisure slaves. The Tredjard had blocked and countered the attack, but Leinjar was dizzy from the blow he had received. He fell back, and his aide took his place in the line. The Lord of Arms slumped down to one knee and cursed under his breath. The Tredjards had held this flank and wouldn’t break today, but they were down to just over three thousand effectives, and nearly all of them were exhausted. The ratio was down to nearly one to one at this position, but the difference now was that the orcs they faced were fresh troops at full strength. He wanted to believe they could win this battle, but in his heart, he knew the odds were still against them. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I want you to do me a favor,” Roskin said, tying a strip of cloth around his right boot to add support to his wounded foot. These were the boots he had gotten from the Marshwoggs, and they still conformed to his leg perfectly, but he needed something to allow him to put more weight on that foot. 
 
    “What’s that?” Bordorn asked, closing his waterskin. 
 
    “Take the wounded who can still walk and retreat now while you can.” 
 
    “What?” Bordorn asked, his voice rising two octaves and his brow furrowing. 
 
    “If you can get to the valley, maybe you can marshal enough of a force to stop them there.” 
 
    “And just leave you here to what?” 
 
    “I’m okay with this fate,” Roskin said, flexing his ankle against the strap. “I owe it to my people to defend this spot to my last breath.” 
 
    “And what exactly do I tell the soldiers I try to rally?” Bordorn asked. “That they should join the coward who abandoned his friend when his need was the greatest?” 
 
    “Please, Bordorn, just go,” Roskin pleaded. “I’ve lost Krondious and Crushaw. I don’t want to lose you, too.” 
 
    Bordorn stood and snatched his shield from the blanket. He strapped it to his shortened arm, staring into the distance as he did. 
 
    “Please, Bordorn, you can protect our people,” Roskin urged. 
 
    “Not as a deserter, I can’t,” Bordorn snapped. “I lost Kronny, too. I won’t dishonor his memory by running from battle. Your fate is mine, Pepper Beard. Accept that.” 
 
    Roskin choked back the emotions threatening to overwhelm him. If Bordorn wouldn’t leave, they would fight together until the end as they had always sworn they would as children. Using Grussard’s blade as leverage, he rose from the blanket; a sharp pain buckled his right leg as weight hit his foot. He steadied himself on the sword and stared deep into Bordorn’s eyes. The Ghaldeon held his gaze, not blinking. 
 
    “Okay, then,” Roskin said after a few heartbeats. “Let’s give the bards an end to sing about for generations.” 
 
    “As long as they sing that we died as brothers, I’m okay with this fate, too.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Before stepping back to his spot in the rotation, Leinjar looked north, hoping against hope to see something positive. The elves were dangerously thin now, and at the bend, it appeared that Roskin and his friend were the last two defending the improvised bridge. There were other dwarves scattered along both sides, fending off those that were down in the trench now attempting to scale the wall, but at the bridge, only the two stood against what still appeared to be hundreds of orcs. A maelstrom of mixed emotions blew through him: fear for his friend, anxiety over the battle, anger at the enemy, but mostly pride in Roskin’s courage. 
 
    “Look north,” he called to the Tredjards near him. “Look at the Kiredurk. Do we let a white beard fight harder than we do?” 
 
    The dwarves who had been able to look in that direction gaped in awe at the two dwarves against so many. Leinjar knew what most were thinking. All their lives they had been told time and time again that Ghaldeons and Kiredurks, especially Kiredurks, were inferior warriors unworthy of true honor. However, before their eyes, two such dwarves faced certain death with as much bravery as any Tredjard. 
 
    “Don’t let them steal all the glory,” Leinjar implored. “Let’s show these orcs what black beards are really made of.” 
 
    A cheer went up from those in his vicinity, and a ripple of energy pulsed through the Tredjard line. Leinjar and the other two leisure slaves launched themselves back into the battle with renewed fervor, and this time, the other dwarves matched their savagery. The battle might be lost, Leinjar thought, driving his pike through an orc’s femoral artery, but we’ll break them so badly they can’t march farther west. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Captain Polmere rallied as many troops to him as he could. Less than five hundred formed up around him. Before dawn, there had been roughly nine thousand effectives. Despite seeing it with his own eyes, he couldn’t fathom the losses. In three battles, the Great Empire had suffered nearly thirty-five thousand casualties. The Western Army simply no longer existed as a fighting force, other than what remained garrisoned at Sturdeon, and now the Northern Army was also crippled for all practical purposes. 
 
    He wanted to find General Strauteefe, wanted to help his commander retreat from this debacle, but the battlefield was so littered with dead and wounded – man, ogre, buffalo, and mastodon – that he simply couldn’t locate the general. For a moment, he considered another charge up the hill. With the orcs now leading that assault, he could still take the position, but one look at the men around him killed that ambition. Never before had he seen such demoralized and defeated soldiers. His only recourse was to retreat back to Black Rock and fortify that position. He issued the order, and the men obeyed, but none showed any joy at leaving the battlefield. Their defeat was too sound for any jubilation. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A yelp of pain escaped from Bordorn. Roskin cut his eyes to his left and watched as an orc raised his sword for the death blow. In a flash, Roskin snatched one of the throwing axes from his back and hurled it into the orc’s neck. It tumbled from the bridge and landed on top of the other bodies down in the trench. Bordorn doubled over in agony, blood oozing from his gut. 
 
    “It’s not so bad,” he managed, wincing even as he spoke the words. 
 
    “Get behind me,” Roskin snarled peremptorily. 
 
    Bordorn obeyed, slouching against the wound. The blood had soaked down to his trousers already, but Roskin couldn’t focus on his friend any longer. The orcs were still coming across the bridge, and now he was the lone defender. He drew the second throwing axe and clutched it in his left hand, still holding Grussard’s blade in his right. Little strength remained in his body, but he would take as many orcs with him as he could before he fell to their blades. 
 
    Gritting his teeth, he crouched and eyed the two now crossing. His foot felt as if someone were repeatedly stabbing it with an icepick, and every joint ached with fatigue. In this moment, with death imminent, he wanted to fall as a brave dwarf. That side of him craved a hero’s end, but the other side, the Loorish elf in him, wanted to die with dignity. As had been the case most of his life, his two halves were at odds with each other, and he had little time left to reconcile them. 
 
    He was a dwarf, had been raised in the Kiredurkian tunnels, had mapped his entire kingdom, and had grown up playing goshkenh ball. He loved stout ale, bawdy songs, and ribald jokes. His beard reached his waist and could be worn in all manner of braids, though he preferred to let it fall naturally. He was stubborn and prideful, passionate and willful. For most of his life, he had only known dwarven customs, dwarven laws, dwarven ways. 
 
    But he was also an elf. His time above ground had opened his heart and mind to that fact. He had the black hair with white streaks of his mother, along with her intensity of feelings. He had the Loorish love of nature and longed for the days when he could explore a forest and learn its secrets. The dark fear that had been a blessing and curse his whole life came from the elves, and ever since his fight with Lorac, he had learned to feel the communion with them. While he was most assuredly a dwarf, he was equally an elf, and in these last moments, he wanted to cherish each side of his heritage and feel like a whole person. 
 
    For the first time since arriving at the camp, he opened his mind fully to the communion. The first presence he sensed was his mother, of course, but immediately, the other soldiers were with him as well. Farther away, he could feel those still in the forest, both Koorleine and Loorish, the ones too young and too old to be warriors in this army. In the distance, Kwarck by his father’s side, and even farther off, the slaves still on plantations, a doleful sensation that dredged up memories from his own time in a cage. The emotions of all coursed through his mind, and much like immediately after the fight with Lorac, he sensed the oneness of the elves. 
 
    And along with the communion, he embraced his dwarven side, allowing his obstinate nature to root his feet before the bridge and summoning his father’s temper to infuse him with one last reserve of energy. He was Roskin, son of Kraganere, eleventh heir to the eighth kingdom, the axe slinger Crushaw had molded into a lethal swordsman. These orcs might kill him and parade his bones as trophies, but he would make them pay a precious price for his life. 
 
    “Victory or death,” he growled, low and feral. “No retreat.” 
 
    With a flick of his wrist, he hurled the throwing axe at the orc to his left. The blade sank into the exposed flesh just below its cuirass, and the orc slumped to one knee on the bridge, groaning in pain. The other steadied its feet on the blood-slick bark and readied its sword in middle guard. Behind it, two more had already gotten on the bridge and were crossing as well. Roskin feinted with a horizontal slash but, as the orc moved to block that feint, switched to an upward stab. The blade pierced the orc’s throat, and it reeled backwards into the two behind it, a pitiful gurgle escaping from the wound. The two new ones shoved it into the trench and knocked the wounded one forward towards Roskin. 
 
    He sidestepped the wounded orc, pain shooting up his right leg as he did, and slashed vertically at the one closest to him. Behind them, emboldened now that Roskin was alone, two more orcs got onto the rickety, slick logs and began across. His first slash missed its mark, but he raked at the orc’s arms on the return, opening a wicked gash on its left forearm. Without hesitation, Roskin pirouetted on his left leg and swung his sword horizontally at the other orc near him. His slash severed its arm just above the elbow, and the orc stood dumbfounded by the wound before its pain registered. Roskin then slashed downwards at the one with the gash on its forearm and opened another wound on its leg. 
 
    While both orcs still stood at the edge of the bridge unable to fight because of their wounds and unable to retreat because of the two behind them, Roskin quickly ducked down and retrieved his axe from the dying orc at his feet. Blood oozed from the cut on his left hand, mingling with the orc’s blood and making the handle slick. The next two orcs on the bridge shoved the wounded pair aside. The one missing its arm tumbled into the trench, but the other caught himself on the edge and held on. Roskin readied himself for the next two, knowing there wasn’t much fight left in him.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Captain Roighwheil stared out from the neighboring ridge as Bordorn bent double from his wound and Roskin stood alone against several hundred orcs. He kneaded the grip on his axe, the thick muscles of his forearms rippling as he did, and turned to the General of Dorkhun, who gaped ahead dumbfounded by the battle before him. 
 
    “That’s our future king,” Captain Roighwheil said, starting forward in a trot. “I won’t abandon him to that fate.” 
 
    All around him, Kiredurks stood as still as stone walls, mesmerized by the carnage across the way. The captain jostled through the crowd, his eyes riveted on Roskin who struck down the two orcs closest to him and readied himself for the next set. Once he cleared the front of the column, Captain Roighwheil hesitated and turned back to the Kiredurks. 
 
    “If your beards are half as thick as Roskin’s, follow me now,” the captain called. “Here you can prove your worth as a dwarf.” 
 
    Without waiting for a response, he resumed his trot, but behind him, the din of the Kiredurks following him down the slope enveloped him like thunder ahead of the storm. He quickened his pace up the rise, reaching the wounded dwarves and elves who had taken refuge on the windward slope. Their eyes widened at the sight of the newly arrived army, and a feeble cheer went up. The captain raced by them, aiming for the bend. Some of the younger Kiredurks had caught him, their greener legs carrying them faster than he could sprint. As he crested the rise, Roskin battled just a few feet ahead, his sword arm languid as he dueled with an orc. Not breaking stride, Captain Roighwheil rushed the bridge and drew back his axe. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    From behind, a noise edged into Roskin’s consciousness, but he couldn’t place what it was. He swung Grussard’s blade with as much force as he could muster, but the blade barely deflected the orc’s attack. He had already thrown the second axe again and couldn’t retrieve it from the orc that had fallen into the trench. He tried to raise his full sword again, but his arm was too weak to lift it. He ducked a horizontal slash at his neck and, with his left hand, drew the shorter sword that had been fashioned for him in Dorkhun. Dropping Grussard’s blade from his exhausted right hand, he deflected another slash with the one in his left. Suddenly, the orc’s eyes went wide, and it tried to backpedal but slammed into the two behind it on the logs. 
 
    In an instant, Roskin was surrounded by Kiredurks, snarling and fuming as battle lust overcame them. Captain Roighwheil slammed his axe into the orc that was trying to retreat, and the force of his blow topped all three into the trench. He charged on across the bridge into the teeming mass of orcs, and a line of dwarves followed him. The orcs were caught off guard by this abrupt appearance of fresh dwarves and didn’t form up at the edge of the bridge in time to halt the charge. Within moments, hundreds of Kiredurks had driven a wedge through their formation at the bend. 
 
    Roskin had slumped to his knees, pain shooting from his foot up his leg. He wanted to join the charge across the bridge but his legs were too feeble to raise him back to full height. The mass of Kiredurks had bottlenecked at the bridge and pressed all around him. Voices called out to him in reverence as dwarves started across the logs, and he watched as the orcs’ line became a disorganized mess. He was still connected to the elves and felt the upsurge of their enthusiasm as they realized that reinforcements had arrived. As Roskin knelt, two pairs of hands took hold of him and dragged him away from the trench. He attempted to resist but had no strength with which to do so. Soon, he found himself beside Bordorn on the windward slope with a female elf attending to his wounds. His friend gave him a knowing nod, and Roskin closed his eyes, too tired to return the gesture. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leinjar sensed a shift in the orcs’ demeanor. Panic spread through their ranks, and even though they were fresh troops against exhausted foes, their will to fight drained away. He turned to the other leisure slaves and asked if they noticed it, too. Both nodded, their eyes burning with battle lust. Leinjar called out the order to charge, and a roar of approval spewed from the Tredjards as the order filtered down the line. Leinjar grinned at his two companions and rushed ahead into the faltering line of orcs. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sylva saw the Tredjards advance and, even though she was down to fifteen hundred effectives, knew that now was the moment to counterattack. The Kiredurks had driven a wedge through the orcs and had enveloped the two new flanks. With the Tredjards also harassing the southern flank, the orcs had lost every advantage they had held. Despite still being outnumbered, this was an opportunity to break their will, and in battle, an opportunity squandered would never return. Closing her eyes, she connected with every elf still able to fight, not with the typical communion but on an intimate level. The effort strained the limits of her remaining strength, but she maintained the connection and implored them to charge down the slope. 
 
    For Crushaw, she added to the thought. 
 
    For Crushaw! the response came, an overwhelming surge of energy that knocked her to her knees and disrupted her connection. 
 
    But the elves surged forward and drove into now frightened orcs with a savagery to match even the Tredjards. Sylva smiled and whispered thanks to Crushaw for giving them this will. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As the sun had neared the western horizon, the Kiredurks had continued to stream across the bridge. The fighting had been ferocious at first as the orcs fended off the new arrivals, but the tide of battle had turned swiftly. Invigorated by the reinforcements, the elves and Tredjards had pushed the line down the slope, which had inspired those on the northern slope to charge as well, and by sunset, the orcs had fallen into a full retreat. Roskin listened to the report as Alysea tended to his wounds. 
 
    “You are the one who killed Suvene,” she stated. 
 
    Roskin nodded, feeling no joy in the memory. 
 
    “He was my friend, or I thought he was,” she murmured, her voice soft and fragile. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Roskin said, wanting to soothe her grief. 
 
    “Don’t be,” she replied, her voice gaining strength. “He betrayed us after we trusted him. After Crushaw trusted him.” 
 
    “Crushaw was my friend,” Roskin said, his voice quivering. 
 
    “Mine, too,” Alysea whispered. 
 
    “And mine,” Leinjar said, his voice surprising Roskin who hadn’t seen the Tredjard arrive. 
 
    “I have more wounded to tend to,” Alysea said, standing. “I’ll check on you and Bordorn again soon.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Roskin said, as she walked away. Then, he turned to Leinjar whose beard still dripped blood from the carnage of his charge. “I’m happy to see you.” 
 
    “Likewise, tall one,” Leinjar said, placing his hand on Roskin’s shoulder. “Your courage is unrivaled. You have a Tredjard’s heart.” 
 
    “Every one of us who stood our ground these last two days has as much or more courage as I do.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Leinjar said, staring towards the southwest. For the first time since Roskin had known him, his eyes didn’t look crazy. A peace had settled in them. 
 
    “We defeated tyrants today,” Roskin said. 
 
    “Yes, we did,” Leinjar agreed. 
 
    “They’ll be back,” Bordorn said, raising his head from his billet. “Tyranny always returns.” 
 
    “I agree,” Roskin said, nodding at his friend. “But not for at least a generation.” 
 
    “And we’ll make sure the dwarves are prepared when it does,” Leinjar added. “The bonds of brotherhood have been restored.” 
 
    “There’s still a lot of work to do,” Bordorn muttered, lowering his head back on the billet. That little exertion had visibly exhausted him. 
 
    “Yes,” Leinjar agreed. “But we are equal to the task.” 
 
    “I’m glad we won. I’m grateful our people are safe, and I’m content that we pushed back the tyrants,” Roskin said. “But I can feel no joy in this victory. Too many gave their lives today.” 
 
    “Well said,” Leinjar stated, still gazing to the southwest. “The losses are staggering, and I will grieve for every free person who died today for the rest of my days.” 
 
    “War is terrible,” Roskin muttered. “The most terrible thing there is.” 
 
    “No,” Bordorn said. “Slavery is worse. I’ve seen what it took from you, and while I too will grieve for every life lost today, I’ll also celebrate their sacrifices for every free person who will never know bondage because of them. Yes, war is terrible, but sometimes, it’s also necessary.” 
 
    “Your friend is wiser than both of us,” Leinjar said to Roskin. “After you’ve both healed, we’ll have that tankard of ale. For now, I must return to my troops.” 
 
    The three dwarves said good bye, and Roskin watched the Lord of Arms tread south. Bordorn slipped back into a fitful sleep, moaning at the pain in his abdomen. Roskin reached out for his mother’s presence as she tended to the wounded elves. He filled with warmth as her love and pride soaked through him, and he embraced the sensation. The war was won, albeit at a tremendous cost, and he cherished her comfort against the sorrows that weighed on his heart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Molgheon knelt in her garden and clipped off wilted leaves from her tomato plants. The stalks were thick and healthy, bigger around than her index finger, and dozens of blooms showed on each plant. Sweat dripped from her brow in the early summer sun. Her back ached from the constant stooping. Her hands were calloused and scraped from all of the labor of tending to the house and garden. But she was happier than she had been since marrying Carloghone. Six months had passed since the Liberation of Sturdeon, and she had spent five of it here, often alone.  
 
    Leinjar and the other two leisure slaves had come through, leading the surviving Tredjards from the Battle of Glacier Gorge, so she had learned the news of Red’s death and of Roskin’s heroism. There had been other travelers, too: dwarves from Kehldeon on their way east to search for relatives from before the invasion; merchants crossing the mountains to trade with cities and towns closed off for almost three decades; skilled laborers looking to rebuild the glory of the Ghaldeon nation. She had heard how King Joserho had been overthrown by the soldiers and citizens of Kehldeon and how the two halves of the kingdom were attempting to unify peacefully. Some of the stories seemed farfetched and unlikely, but she listened to all joyfully, excited to see what would become of this new Ghaldeon kingdom. In fact, she was so glad to have visitors pass through with news, she had cleared the camouflaged gate and posted a sign welcoming travelers to spend the night. In many ways, this new life resembled the one she had crafted in Murkdolm, but for obvious reasons, this one was much more fulfilling. 
 
    She rose from the last tomato plant and wiped her brow. There was still wood to chop and water to haul, and even though she had no traveler at the moment, she wanted to prepare a stew just in case. If no one arrived in the next couple of days, she could can what she didn’t eat herself and preserve it for the winter. She strode towards the barn, which she had been tearing down and rebuilding as she could, and retrieved the axe from its hook. Of all of the chores, chopping wood had become her favorite for it worked her muscles and got her heart rate up in a way nothing else did, and from this labor, she now felt ten years younger. Exiting the barn, she passed the ironwood and glanced at Bressard’s grave, and her heart filled with love and contentment. The old dwarf had entrusted her with all he cherished and, in doing so, had given her the greatest gift she could imagine. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leinjar stood at attention before his king, his beard clip glistening in the torchlight and his heart racing. His sons were there, along with all of the most prominent citizens and military officials, and the chamber was even more packed than when he had returned from slavery. This time, however, his heart raced from excitement, not fear. Reports had come back nearly daily of a new plantation that had been liberated or a new orcish garrison that had been razed, and the king had queen had called this meeting to bestow upon him a great honor. What honor could be greater than Lord of Arms he didn’t know, but as he stood before the throne, a hush fell over the room when the king raised his hand. 
 
    “Lord of Arms, you have served this kingdom faithfully your entire life,” the king said, his voice so tired and frail it barely rose above a whisper. Leinjar strained his ears to hear the words. “You exemplify all a Tredjard should be.” 
 
    “Here, here,” came an enthusiastic chorus from the audience. 
 
    “My time on this earth grows short,” the king continued. “I have no regrets as I face the end, save one. My precious queen and I never produced an heir, so my throne will be empty upon my demise. That thought has haunted me for many years. Today, however, I put those fears to rest. After consulting with my most trusted advisors, I have decided to abdicate my crown and pass it on before my last breath. 
 
    “Leinjar, Lord of Arms, as my last act as Tredjard King and Guardian of the Stone Fortresses, I pronounce you our new king.” 
 
    A hush descended on the room, and Leinjar stood frozen, afraid he was trapped in some bizarre dream. His eyes scanned the crowd, expecting to see resentment and trepidation in their faces, but to his shock, he was greeted by warm smiles and encouraging nods. He fell to his knees before the king and touched his beard clip to the ground. 
 
    “My king,” he began, his voice quivering with emotion. “You are too gracious with your praise, and I am honored by your sentiment, but there are Tredjards far more qualified to lead us. I’m afraid I’m not worthy to wear your crown and sit in your chair.” 
 
    “The fact that you think so confirms my faith that you are the most capable of leading us into a new future,” the king said, rising from his seat and removing his crown and beard clip with the assistance of an aide. “Rise now, and please unclip your beard piece, for you are no longer Lord of Arms. From this moment forth, you are King Leinjar, the mightiest Tredjard.” 
 
    Leinjar came to his feet and trembled forward, a million thoughts and emotions racing through him. As the aide clipped the king’s insignia onto his beard, a cheer started near the throne and spread through the whole chamber, and as the aide placed the crown on his head, the roar became deafening. Leinjar embraced the former king, whose eyes danced with joy, and whispered into the old dwarf’s ear that he would do his best to guide the kingdom with wisdom and fortitude. Then, he turned and faced his subjects. For the second time in his life, every Tredjard in the room sank to one knee and touched their beard clips to the floor. Leinjar stood frozen before them, unsure what his first act as king should be. He wished Roskin were there to guide him on the proper etiquette. However, he decided within a couple of heartbeats what his first command should be. 
 
    “Rise, my friends,” he said, taking the former king by the arm. “Rise and stand with me in loyalty and fealty.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vishghu guided her buffalo up the slope to the Kiredurk eastern gate, bound for Dorkhun. Nine months had passed since Glacier Gorge, and her right arm still ached from the arrow that had shattered her radius. The loquacious healer had set the arm as well as possible, but the bone wouldn’t heal properly. As such, she would never again wield a club with that hand. Her grip was simply too weak. However, she had been training herself to fight left-handed, preparing for the day when the ogres would storm Black Rock Fortress. While she wasn’t quite as effective yet, each day she grew more proficient because Crushaw had taught her proper footwork and balance. 
 
    The thought of the old man brought a knot to her throat. She still couldn’t believe he was gone, murdered by someone he had trusted. Had he died while fighting perhaps her grief wouldn’t be so severe, but as it were, she resented the irony of how he fell. He had brought out of her so much greatness and had shown her how to lead. That irony wasn’t lost on her either — the bane of ogres cultivating the general to lead them against their oppressors. She longed for just a handful of heartbeats to tell him how grateful she was. 
 
    As she neared the gate, the memorial erected to those who had lost their lives in the pointless war between the ogres and Kiredurks came into view. Two massive granite slabs rose from the slope, one facing east and the other west. The slabs were twice as tall as she was, and how the Kiredurks had managed not only to extract them from the mountain in one piece but also to shape and polish them into such exquisite memorials was a testament to their skills as miners and artisans. The one facing east had been inscribed with Erycke the Just’s proclamation, “Peace Starts and Ends Within.” The other had been etched with the ogre proverb, “A Snowflake of Contentment Yields an Avalanche of Peace.” While there were still ogres who resented the dwarves, and vice versa, she was hopeful that the friendship she and Roskin enjoyed would help soothe any lingering tensions between their peoples.  
 
    From the Mother of Ice to the Frozen Sea, she was known as Vishghu the Valiant, and every clan had declared loyalty to her leadership in all things military. Her hope was that she could parley that prestige into political persuasion as well and restore full trade between the two nations. As much as she wanted to raze Black Rock and end the human threat to her people, she also wanted to mend this rift. No good future resided in conflict between the dwarves and ogres, and word had been spreading that most of the animosity which had preceded the bloodshed had been distributed through canards told by spies for the Great Empire. That revelation was slowly helping her cause. She heeled her buffalo up the last rise to the gate and dismounted, waiting for the guards who would grant her access to the kingdom. A long ride still lay ahead of her before she could relax in the company of her friend. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The autumn sky blazed blue and cloudless. Bordorn gripped the handle of his plow and held the metal blade steady as it turned thick clods of fresh sod for a field of winter wheat. A local smith had fashioned a harness for Bordorn’s left arm, and the device attached to the handle, allowing him to press evenly on both sides. His mule, a fine animal that had toiled three full summers pulling plows, marched steadily down the row, each step measured and precise. While still new as a plow hand, Bordorn enjoyed this labor even more than he had logging, for now he was bringing forth life from the good green earth of the Snivegohn Valley. 
 
    His abdominal injury had healed nicely because Alysea had tended to it with the skill of a seasoned healer. Even his scar wasn’t too ugly. Everywhere he went, Ghaldeons treated him with reverence, and while he wasn’t entirely comfortable with the admiration, he never turned down the free pints or the company of pretty ladies it afforded. And while he also knew he wasn’t the equal of Roskin, Krondious, Molgheon, or Crushaw as a warrior, he had been the first dwarf to lead a victorious battle against the Great Empire and he had been the dwarf to stand beside Roskin till the end. Those two facts gave him a measure of pride. 
 
    As he turned his mule onto the next row, he spied two dwarves crossing the adjacent fallow field, approaching him at a steady clip. The dwarf on the left was the magistrate of the entire valley, an officious fellow who rarely visited farms. The one on the right was Prolgheon, the General of Kehldeon, a dwarf Bordorn hadn’t seen since the battle here. He halted his mule and waited for them to reach him. 
 
    “Good day,” the magistrate called when they were still a few yards away. “How is the Snivegohn Valley’s favorite citizen fairing today?” 
 
    “Well, just three more rows in this field and then I can eat dinner,” Bordorn chuckled. His mule tugged impatiently at the reins, but he soothed the animal with a soft noise. 
 
    “It’s good to see you,” the general said, extending his hand. 
 
    “Likewise,” Bordorn returned, gripping the hand firmly. 
 
    “I don’t have much time for pleasantries,” Prolgheon continued. “I’m on my way to Sturdeon for important business.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve come quite a bit out of your way,” Bordorn quipped. “There are much faster routes between Kehldeon and Sturdeon than coming through here.” 
 
    “That’s true,” the general chuckled. “But part of my important business brought me here first.” 
 
    “Your plowing is going to have to wait,” the magistrate jumped in. “You are needed in Sturdeon.” 
 
    “I have no business there,” Bordorn said, his eyes cutting south. Memories of his only trip towards that city threatened to overwhelm him. 
 
    “We really don’t have much time,” Prolgheon urged. “I can explain everything on the road, but you are desperately needed in Sturdeon as soon as I can get you there.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Bordorn huffed, looking back at the general. “What’s so urgent?” 
 
    “There’s a meeting of all the Ghaldeon generals and major officials,” the magistrate said, his chest swelling. “I’ll be traveling with you.” 
 
    “A meeting? I’m neither a general nor an official,” Bordorn snorted. 
 
    “When we fought together before, I told you that you had awakened the Ghaldeon spirit,” Prolgheon soothed. “Your presence is needed now even more than then.” 
 
    Bordorn had heard stories about the unification efforts, how the east and west were struggling to find common ground after so many years apart. Those in the east resented the west for never having been conquered, and those in the west believed that they deserved more say in establishing a new government. Bordorn searched the general’s expression for any trace of what the dwarf might be thinking, but like any good officer, his face was a mask of stone. 
 
    “Okay,” Bordorn said, unhooking the device from his left arm. “For the sake of the kingdom, I’ll go with you. Maybe I can say a few words to ease along the unification.” 
 
    “Let us help you with that,” the general said, grasping one of the plow’s handles and motioning for the magistrate to grab the other. The wispy-bearded official hesitated for a heartbeat and then took hold of the wood as if grasping a viper. 
 
    Bordorn unhitched the mule and took hold of its bridle. The general and magistrate followed him, carrying the plow back to the barn. Bordorn would leave word for someone to finish the field after the noon meal. He had been planning a trip to Dorkhun to see Roskin, but that would have to wait. Perhaps, he would be able to send off a letter once he reached Sturdeon. As he mulled these thoughts, a wave of excitement overcame him: he was going to Sturdeon, the home he had never seen firsthand, the throne his uncle had once sat upon. He clucked his tongue at the mule and quickened his pace towards the barn. There was much to be done to get on the road within the next hour. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nearly two years after the great war ended, Roskin sat in his father’s study, reading the latest letter from Bordorn. However, it wasn’t his father’s study anymore, he had to remind himself. And Bordorn was now King Bordorn the Unifier. The two most prominent Ghaldeon generals, Prolgheon of the west and Belderheon of the east, would only agree to the terms of unification if Bordorn agreed to ascend to the throne. Because of his role in the Liberation, Bordorn had become a hero in both spheres of influence, and since he was now the closest living relative to King Logruhk the Vanished, it had stood to reason that he had legitimate claim to the Ghaldeon throne. In the year that he had worn the crown, Bordorn had written to Roskin monthly, and every letter had promised that soon he would share great news which would make the Kiredurk quite happy. This letter finally revealed that the good news would arrive in the form of a special envoy from the Ghaldeon Kingdom. 
 
    King Kraganere, despite Kwarck’s best efforts, had never fully recovered from his injury and had spent most of the last two years confined to his bed. While his mind had remained mostly sharp, he had declined rapidly in the previous couple of months. Roskin had expressed his fears for his father’s health in his last response to Bordorn. Mercifully, the king had passed away in his sleep two weeks before, and now that he had been laid to rest, Roskin’s official coronation would be in just three days. A more formal ceremony would be held later when dignitaries could attend, but for all intents and purposes, Roskin had already been ruling for six months. 
 
    Part of the Kiredurk tradition was for the king to recite a poem or sing a song in reflection of his ascension, and at the behest of his stepmother and Master Hinkroh, Roskin had been penning his for weeks now. To him, it seemed incongruous both to mourn his father’s death and celebrate his own coronation, and he was certain that his King Kraganere had struggled with these same emotions when he first assumed the throne. History would later remember him merely as Roskin’s father, glossing over his reign as mostly insignificant. However, his subjects would remember him for his kindness and generosity, for his unflinching dedication to justice, for his eagerness to learn from all. Whether Master on the council or blacksmith from the deep, King Kraganere had valued everyone’s opinion. And to Roskin, he would be remembered as a loving father who instilled in all of his children a sense of self-worth. 
 
    For his part, once he took the throne, Roskin would attempt to transform the Kiredurks from their current lineage-based hierarchy to much more of a meritocracy grounded in the fundamentals of the Marshwoggs civilization. Master Londragheon had been studying their laws for nearly three years, and for the last year, she and Roskin had been mulling the complexities of transforming the kingdom. To him, the biggest obstacle would be getting the citizens to buy into the changes, to accept the necessities of blending competition and cooperation to elevate their economic activity into a system that offered opportunities for all who wanted success while still providing for those who couldn’t fend for themselves. In his heart, after seeing the beauty of the Marshwoggs’ way of life, the pride of self-governance and the ingenuity of competition, he was certain this change was a necessity for the Kiredurks to flourish as a civilization. 
 
    All of these thoughts skittered through his mind when a knock sounded on the door. He called for his aide to enter and looked up from both Bordorn’s letter and his poem as the door opened. The aide announced that the special envoy from the Ghaldeon Kingdom had arrived and asked if Roskin was ready to receive him. The soon-to-be-king took a deep breath and moved the papers from in front of him before nodding to his aide. The aide motioned towards the hallway and then stepped out of the way. For a moment, Roskin believed his eyes were playing tricks on him as the envoy entered the room, but there was no mistaking the twin white braids of beard, the barrel chest, the massive arms, and absolutely imposing figure of Krondious. 
 
    “But you fell...” Roskin managed before trailing off. 
 
    “Please, forgive my absence, master,” Krondious said, dropping to one knee and bowing his head. “My life took a couple of interesting twists.” 
 
    Roskin rose from his father’s chair and rushed around the desk. He grasped Krondious underneath his arms and hoisted him to his feet. Roskin held him at arm’s length, examining the subtle changes to his face the two years had created. Then, he wrapped his arms around his thick torso and hugged him as he wished he could hug his father once more. The lumberjack hesitated a heartbeat and then embraced him just as tightly. 
 
    “How are you here?” Roskin asked, releasing the hug and motioning for them both to sit. 
 
    Once they had, Krondious told him about Rhufedeon leading the Ghaldeons to the battle and finding him in the ditch. Then, Roskin listened as Krondious gave details of the Liberation of Sturdeon, and he smiled at the mention of Molgheon. How Roskin missed her face. Krondious told him of the weeks he had spent recovering after the battle, the way Rhufedeon refused to let him rush the recuperation this time. Once he had healed, he had remained with her in Sturdeon, serving as a peacekeeper while the Ghaldeons sorted out the unification. Then, Bordorn had arrived and, to hear him tell it, had been coerced into becoming king. Just like Roskin, he had been shocked to find Krondious alive but hardly surprised to learn that the denizens of Sturdeon considered the Kiredurk one of their greatest champions.  
 
    “I heard about you standing alone at the bridge,” Krondious said, his voice a blend of admiration and reproach. 
 
    “The bards will recall that I stood alone, and I can’t help that that will be the story told for generations, but I hardly stood alone. Thousands of brave folks gave their lives those two days before I was the last one left. When I tell the tale, every single one of them will be remembered as for more brave than I ever was.” 
 
    “A lot of good dwarves fell in Sturdeon, too,” Krondious agreed. 
 
    Roskin then told him of all that had happened since Glacier Gorge, and once both were up to date, they soon began reminiscing about their many adventures together. 
 
    “My only regret is that I didn’t cleave that yellow-haired elf’s skull for him when we first met,” Krondious said, stroking his twin braids. 
 
    “That could have saved everyone a lot of trouble,” Roskin agreed, chuckling at the thought of Lorac defending against an onslaught from Krondious. Of every person and creature he had encountered, the dwarf across the desk from him now was the only one Roskin wouldn’t want to fight. “I’m so glad you’ll be here for my coronation, but how could you have possibly known?” 
 
    “I didn’t, though when I left Sturdeon, Bordorn had expressed concern for King Kraganere’s health.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean ‘King Bordorn’?” Roskin chuckled. 
 
    “We have an agreement,” Krondious growled. “He can keep calling me Kronny so long as I never have to call him by any silly title.” 
 
    Roskin laughed, a rich hearty guffaw that filled his father’s study. Though it was now his study, he reminded himself. 
 
    “I came home,” Krondious continued his thought from before. “Because I want you to serve as my Axe Bearer at my wedding.” 
 
    “Let me guess, Rhufedeon?” 
 
    Krondious nodded, his cheeks flushing crimson. 
 
    “I’d be honored to carry your axe,” Roskin said. “As long as you let my stepmother handle the ceremony. She needs something to take her mind off my father.” 
 
    “I reckon Rhufedeon will agree to that,” Krondious responded, smoothing out his braids again. 
 
    “Here, let me show you something,” Roskin said, locating his coronation poem. “You’re the first to see this.” 
 
    Krondious studied the parchment, and Roskin followed along in his mind, internally reciting the poem for the hundredth time: 
 
      
 
    A rite of passage into the conquered lands 
 
    To find Evil Blade. 
 
    A narrow escape 
 
    Into the land of the outcasts. 
 
    A busy day as a willing proxy. 
 
    The Hermit of the Plains. 
 
    A soldier remembers 
 
    An evil place, Evil Blade, 
 
    Death nears unbridled fury. 
 
    A general leads. 
 
      
 
    A different perspective from a bit of bad news. 
 
    Gathering strength, the storm brews, 
 
    Calculating the Battle for Hard Hope. 
 
    Roskin the diplomat traveling home 
 
    On a perilous road. 
 
    A surprise by a stream on the edge of the forest, 
 
    An ominous sign out of the shadows. 
 
    The clouds threaten rain. 
 
      
 
    An incident in the deep nearing the river, 
 
    A son returns to protect his family. 
 
    An unexpected ally among his kin. 
 
    To serve justice, one conflict ends.  
 
    Gathering near the valley, 
 
    A warning of disaster, 
 
    A race in the wilderness, 
 
    A strange calm, 
 
    Foundations tremble, 
 
    Powers shift. 
 
      
 
    Confessions and revelations 
 
    Of dark and twisted paths. 
 
    The life that should have been 
 
    And the life that is. 
 
    On the edge of civilization 
 
    A shroud of darkness fulfilling obligations. 
 
    The trials of Bordorn unleash the Dark One 
 
    As redemption comes to one deserving. 
 
    Deep and tender scars, 
 
    Darkness spreads as tides turn 
 
    In the darkest hour. 
 
      
 
    The Massacre at Rugraknere, a warrior’s mission. 
 
    The road to Sturdeon with twists and turns. 
 
    Friends reunite and mercy finds a place 
 
    Amidst the chaos. 
 
    When fortunes turn, all heroes must rise. 
 
    As Death falls, a new sunrise comes 
 
    Over crimson fields 
 
    And that which was lost becomes found again. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not much of a poetry critic,” Krondious said, sliding the parchment back across the desk. “But I like it. What’s the title?” 
 
    “I’m considering ‘Across the Wilds’ or ‘Under the Loorish Moon,’” Roskin answered. 
 
    “Both are fitting,” Krondious said, glancing at the portrait of Sylva that still hung on the wall. “I see the resemblance.” 
 
    “You’ll meet her soon. She’ll be here tomorrow for the ceremony,” Roskin said. Then, he pointed to a pair of chests against the wall behind him. “Since you’re here, help me move this top trunk off so I can see what’s in the bottom one. An ogre must’ve stacked it because the thing weighs a ton. Together we ought to be able to lift it, though.” 
 
    Krondious came around the desk, and the two dwarves got on either side of the top trunk. They struggled and groaned with the weight but managed to get it to the ground. Roskin opened the bottom trunk and peered at the contents. There were rolled up parchments, most likely more charts and contracts that his father had kept stored in every available storage space, but in the far corner, something caught his eye. Covered in substantial layer of dust, a ceremonial figurine cast of platinum portrayed two dwarves standing shoulder to shoulder in a defensive posture. Roskin stared at the sculpture, conflicting emotions roiling in his brain. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Krondious asked. “You look like a goose walked over your grave.” 
 
    Roskin hefted the figurine from the trunk and set it on his father’s desk. My desk, he corrected himself. As he stared at the artwork, his stepmother entered the study. 
 
    “Oh, your father’s statuette,” she declared. “I haven’t seen that thing in fifteen years or more.” 
 
    “Where did my father get this?” Roskin asked, sinking down into the chair. 
 
    “Gebdorn gave it to him, best as I recall,” the dowager queen said fondly, her mind obviously drifting back in nostalgia. “Kraganere always meant to give it to you because of your friendship with Bordorn, but he couldn’t remember where he had stored it. You know how your father could be.” 
 
    “It was in here all along?” Roskin asked no one in particular, his voice trailing off. 
 
    “Must have been,” his stepmother said. “Those trunks haven’t been touched in ages. That statuette has a name, if only I can recall it.” 
 
    “The Brotherhood of Dwarves,” Roskin muttered. 
 
    “Yes, that’s it,” she exclaimed. 
 
    “That’s nice sculpting,” Krondious said, tracing his finger along the lines. “You can tell the difference between the Kiredurk and the Ghaldeon.” 
 
    Roskin continued to stare at the figurine, memories coursing through him. Finally, he leaned his head back and laughed, a louder, heartier sound than even before. His stepmother and Krondious gaped at him, dumbfounded by the outburst, but Roskin let the laughter escape. It had been here all along, well within his grasp, and he had never even known. Once his coronation was over, he would send it back to Sturdeon where it belonged, for Roskin no longer needed it here in Dorkhun. The treasures he now cared about most weren’t cast in precious metal or set with rare stones, and he carried them with him everywhere he went. 
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