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



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.



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 everyday 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 breech 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
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.



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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