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Prologue

 


My name is Gustov Stoneheart, and I'm a dwarf. I
have to be honest here at the start; I can't make sense of writing.
I can't read it. I can't write it. I ain't writing it now. The elf
gave me a confounded machine. I talk into it and it turns my words
into writing.

The elf thinks it’s the swellest thing since
battle-axes. I’m less impressed.

She says there ain't any magic involved,
it's only a machine, but I don't see how that's possible. How could
a machine know what I'm saying? If it was catching my words and
keeping them to be played back later, I think that would be a
machine. Sort of like one of those fancy music boxes that
stores…well, music. It could poke dots on a cylinder or something
to save my words. I've seen machines do that, so I know they can
store sounds. The elf says that this machine will take my rough,
dwarven accent and make it proper, for the most part anyway. She
says it will show where a thought ends and a new one begins. The
elf talked about sentences and paragraphs and such, things I don't
know about. "Just talk into the contraption and it will do
everything that needs to be done," the elf said. The thing's too
smart to be a machine. Smart enough to be magical.

It doesn’t run off steam because it ain't
warm and it ain't hissing. The durned thing just keeps clicking as
I speak. The faster I flap my gums, the faster it clicks. I don't
see any words either. I think I would recognize them if I did.

Runes. I'm familiar with runes. I got one
that I forged into my armor. It’s supposed to help protect me. Gave
one to my wife on a necklace, in pure gold, that’s supposed to
protect her. She also has a belt with a rune that is supposed to
make her more fertile. I like young ones. I had one. I wanted more.
I also stamped one onto the head of my axe. It’s supposed to help
me cleave skulls. They all work, I suppose, though I got no proof
other than that I’m still here and had a kid. They ain't magic. The
symbols act like magic, but runes are different.

The runes are constant requests to the gods
to give us aid, Donnan in particular. When I forged the symbol for
protection into my breastplate, it was a sign that Donnan, the war
god of the dwarves, would recognize. It lets him know that I'm
fighting in his name and I could use a little help in the battle.
Same goes for the death rune on my axe. It’s a constant request to
Donnan to help me split skulls in his name. So runes aren't magic.
They're religious. It's hard for some folks to understand that, but
that's the way it is.

Sometimes they work and sometimes they
don't. I'm still here and I've split many a skull. The runes didn't
work so good for my wife and son. Maybe there ain't any gods. Maybe
it's all just coincidence. It ain't for me to decide.

The writing machine doesn't have any runes.
It doesn't run on steam, nor can I hear any clockwork or gears. It
just clicks along as I speak, quiet when I don't. It's sort of
eerie, and I never saw a machine that was eerie before now.

No, this is something different. It stinks
of magic.

I hate magic. It's what got me into all this
trouble in the first place.

I guess I'm gonna have to take the elf's
word on it just being a machine. If I don't take her word on it
then my story won't be told and I think it needs to be told so that
folks will know that I didn't start the durned rebellion on
purpose. I didn’t make the prophecy, nor do much to fulfill it.
Anyway, who ever heard of a prophecy where the guy the prophecy’s
about ain’t supposed to do nothing? I just did what I did and it
happened. I sometimes wonder if I didn’t do what I did if it would
still have happened. There weren’t any guidelines, so who’s to
know. I just always seemed to be at the wrong place at the wrong
time, or the right place at the right time, depending on who you
ask. Another coincidence, I suppose.

Time's also what got me into this mess. I
wound up far away from where I was meant to be.

I know, it sounds confusing, but it really
isn't. Once I get started on my story, it will all come together. I
hope it will. I never have been much of a storyteller, but this is
what happened.

 


 



Chapter One

 


It all started around dinnertime. I was
sitting at the table with my father, Grom. He was a brute of a
dwarf. We were the same height, but his shoulders stretched two
hands wider than my own. He had a thick mane of black hair that
framed his eyes, cheeks, and nose. His thick mustache hid his mouth
and blended into a beard that stretched a good hand’s length past
his belly. It twitched when he talked, but he didn't talk often.
Dirt from the mines covered his cheeks so his eyes were really
about the only thing that stood out that night, that and the gray
strands that age wove into his beard. He smelled of sweat, dust,
and leather. I hardly noticed Grom's smell, though. It was one that
I had grown up with. One final thing that should be known about my
da; he earned the title of Orc Slayer in his youth. It happened in
a battle he didn't like to talk about. I never heard the story from
him, but many an old soldier would brag about my da's exploits. It
seems he lost a lot of friends. Friends he held dearer than any
title.

Grom and I sat across the table from one
another in my clutch. Technically, the clutch was Grom’s, but he
turned it over to me when I had my son. The agreement was that he
lived there with me, but I raised the family and acted like the
head of the household. Mostly, he didn’t butt in. Mostly.

Little Gostov was my boy, my pride and my
joy. A knee-high version of myself that made funny noises, drooled,
and pooped more than any creature ever should. The boy sat at my
right elbow in a seat made just for him. It was a tall stone chair
that allowed him to sit high enough to reach the table, but small
enough so that he didn't slide around in it. The boy was a little
fellow, so the chair was pretty small. A leather strap held him in
place for added protection. My da made it for him just after Gostov
was born. I think Grom was at least as taken with the midget as I
was.

A mug of ale sat before me and a matching
one sat in front of Grom. In the center of the table, between the
mugs, sat a glass lantern full of phosphorescent algae, or maybe
lichen. I don't really know. The moss lamps, as we called them,
were just something that were always around and we didn't give them
much thought. They didn't give off a lot of light, but we dwarves
can see in almost total darkness, so the little light they shed was
more than enough. They didn't smoke or burn, perfect for our
underground environment.

I also need to add, for those who don't know
dwarves too well, that we can see in the dark, but it's different.
When the light gets dim enough, everything goes sepia, all browns
and yellows. To an outsider, a human or an orc, our underground
homes would be black as the inside of their eyelids, as dark as any
cave. Without a light, they wouldn't be able to appreciate the
worked columns, carved walls, or glorious arches. We dwarves can
see it all, and we take pride in every cut of the stone. In total
darkness, the beauty of our home is painted in shades of brown.
With the moss light, there is just enough illumination to allow us
to see our dark world in all its glorious, stony color.

Taila, my wife, prepared dinner over the hot
rock across the room. She was a real looker; a stout girl,
dark-bearded, and buxom as you please. That’s the way I like them,
but I think I liked Talia more because she kept me in line. My wife
was the rooted granite that I clung to in the midst of life’s
storms. By Donnan, I miss that woman…

Didn’t mean to drift off there. I got to
thinking about my wife…and well, I just got lost in the moment.

Like I said, Talia was fixing dinner on the
hot rock. The geothermal life within the Iron Mountains kept the
flat stone hot enough to broil a steak within minutes. Mushrooms
and rabbit sizzled on a sheen of butter as she pushed it around.
The smell made my stomach roll with anticipation. A good smell, and
one I will always remember fondly.

My da and I talked of the day’s work in the
mine. None of the talking was of anything in particular. A bit of
it consisted of how hard a few batches of ore had been to get to,
the antics of a few of the more memorable dwarves on the crew, and
the progress we made that day, typical end of the day dwarf talk.
To be honest, I did most of the talking while Grom sat back and
slurped his ale. I'm more like my ma with the conversation, Donnan
bless her. I suppose that’s good though. If I were like my da, we
would just sit and stare at one another. Foam coated his beard and
mustache like snow on the branches of an evergreen. He watched me
as I talked, adding a nod or a grunt of agreement on occasion. My
da wasn't much of a talker, but he was one of the best listeners a
fellow could ever run across.

Talia slid the mushrooms and rabbit across
the hot rock and onto a plate, then walked over to the table and
set the plate down next to the moss light. Grom's nostrils flared
as he inhaled the delicious aroma. He smiled. At least I think he
smiled. His mustache arched up a little, and the creases next to
his nose became deeper, so I suppose it was a smile. My wife
returned seconds later with plates and forks for everyone and we
dug in. I even handed Gostov a slice of mushroom. He gripped it in
his tiny fist and shoved it into his mouth with a gurgle of
happiness. I wasn’t sure if the little fellow was eating the
mushroom or his fist. Talia laughed and the old man smiled. I
rubbed the soft hair on the boy's head then forked a mushroom and a
chunk of rabbit and shoved it into my mouth.

We ate in silence, as dwarves tend to do.
Everyone concentrated on his or her digestion. The room was silent
other than the clink of forks, Gostov’s gurgling, and my da's loud
chewing. When Gostov got a mushroom down his gullet, he would
stretch his greasy hand to Talia or me and bark, "Mo. Mo." If his
hand went to me, I would hand him another mushroom without breaking
my digestive stride. His mother did it with a little more finesse
and concern, usually adding a smile and maybe even a pat on his
puffy, little cheeks.

When the plates were forked clean and all
that was left of the mushrooms and rabbit were globs of gravy, Grom
and I leaned back in our chairs with satisfied sighs. I wiped the
grease from my beard with the back of my hand while my da patted
his stomach and belched.

Talia wiped Gostov with a dishtowel. As I
reached for my ale mug, I caught a glimpse of my wife out of the
corner of my eye. She faced toward me and I had to turn and look at
her full on. The frown she gave me let me know that my ale drinking
was done until I at least helped her clear the table. She did it
with just a glance while wiping the boy's mouth, but that glance
was all it took. It conveyed more meaning than she could have ever
done with words.

With a sigh, I got up, stacked all the
plates, and walked them over to the basin as my da's eyes lit up
with humor. The basin was a half bowl of stone against the far wall
that had been worked into the rock surrounded by a stone counter. A
finger-sized hole created a black mouth in the rock just above the
bowl, and water constantly arched into the center of the basin. It
sounded like a waterfall, but the arched stream always made me
think of peeing. A hole in the bottom of the basin released the
same amount of water that flowed into the bowl, so it always stayed
at the same level. It always stayed fresh.

As I turned back to the table, I inhaled the
sweet smell of pipe tobacco. Grom's eyes met mine, still filled
with humor. The long stem of his pipe held tightly clamped within a
nest of hair on one side of his face while a ghost of smoke drifted
from the other. He held my wife's cup up to me, reminding me that I
had forgotten it.

"Thanks," I mumbled as I took the cup from
him and brought it to the basin.

With the dishes in the basin and the boy
being tended to by his mama, I sat back down in my chair and pulled
my pipe from an inner coat pocket. From another pocket, I pulled
out my tobacco pouch. The moist pipe leaf smelled sweet. It
reminded me of simpler childhood days when I would sit at my da's
feet while he loaded his own pipe. I stuffed a generous amount of
leaf into the face-carved bowl, then I dug into another pocked for
my matches. Soon my da and I were quietly smoking our pipes,
drinking our ale, and watching Gostov play with his toys on a rug
at the end of the room while Talia rinsed the dishes.

When Talia finished with the dishes, she
plopped down next to me. She had no sooner nested her bottom in the
chair when a bell tinkled. Someone was at the door. She took a sip
of tea and gave me another look, one I easily read. It's funny how
familiarity forms silent expressions that communicate more than
words ever could. That simple look said, "I'm tired. I just sat
down, and I want to drink some tea. The person at the door is
probably your drinking buddy. So, you need to be the one to answer
the door." My da's crescent eyes betrayed his smile. Their
mischievous twinkle said, "Hop to it, boy. Your wife's right. It's
probably for you." It was the same every night inside our home. Not
a lot spoken, but a great many words were bantered about.

I pulled the pipe from my mouth, exhaled
smoke from my nose, and said, "I'll just see who's at the
door."

The bell above the door chimed again, though
I wouldn't call it much of a chime. It was only a cheap brass bell
tied to a string that hung outside the door.

"Just hold on a second. I'm coming," I
hollered.

I swung the door open to three bearded
faces. Two black beards and a red one. The red beard belonged to my
cousin, Orcam Stonechunker. The other two were a couple of Orcam's
friends, Bolvin Deepdigger and Wulgur Kegsplitter. We all worked
together from time to time in the mines. Being part of my clan,
Orcam lived in the Stonechunker community, just next to the
Stoneheart section, two small parts of the Stone Township. The
other two lived a mile or so distance in a nearby township within
the mountain. I wasn't too keen on Bolvin as he was a braggart.
Wulgur I could take or leave, but Orcam was like a brother to me.
Growing up together, we spent more time with each other than anyone
else, getting into trouble and causing no end of mischief. When I
got married to Talia, my days of mischief ended, mostly. Orcam
hadn't married yet so he was still up to his armpits in trouble
most of the time.

Orcam's braided beard formed an arch that
dangled from his chin to just under his chest. It tinkled with
brass bands as he grinned and said, "Me and some of my boys are
going to The Rusty Axe for a pint or three. I figured you might
like to join us."

Orcam smelled as though he’d already gotten
started on those pints.

He looked around my shoulder and waved to my
da and Talia. "Hey, Uncle Grom. Talia."

Grom nodded. Talia forced an awkward smile
and an equally unenthusiastic wave. Neither cared much for my
cousin. Da was familiar with his mischief and didn't like it at
all. Talia knew my cousin's effect on me and feared I might have a
relapse to my wilder side one day because of him.

Before I could answer, my da spoke up.
"Don't forget. Tomorrow’s the tenth of Bokken's Black. We got our
prayers in the morning at Temple. Gotta be there before work so
you’re gonna need to be getting up early."

I nodded and turned to face Orcam. He gave
me a lopsided grin and rolled his eyes. He made sure I stood
between him and Grom so my da couldn't see him do it. He wasn't too
old yet to have his hide tanned by my da and he knew it. "You’d
better go on without me this evening. Maybe we can get together
tomorrow after work and have a pint or two."

His grin showed few teeth as he leaned
forward and whispered, "You sure the chain round your ankle's long
enough to reach The Rusty Axe?"

"Ain't no chain around my ankle. I do what I
please and what needs to be done," I whispered back.

"Whatever. Come on, boys. We go us some
drinking to do." He waved them on as he marched away.

I watched them walk down the corridor for a
moment before closing the door and turning back to my family.

Grom pulled the pipe from his mouth and gave
me a nod, his way of letting me know he approved of my decision.
His way of saying he was proud of me. Talia patted my chair and
nodded for me to have a seat, which I did.

My da, Talia, and I sat until our pipes had
smoked their last, and her teacup drained of tea. Dwarves aren't
much into clever conversation or making idle talk, so there wasn't
a lot of talking going on that evening. I think it's got something
to do with, "If you don't have anything nice to say then don't say
anything at all." Dwarves tend to focus on the negative side of
things. We’re pessimists. We’d rather assume the worst and be
happily wrong than assume the best and be sadly wrong. It’s just
our nature. We simply sat and enjoyed each other’s company while
Talia drank her tea and Grom and I smoked our pipes. Finally, Talia
said that she needed to get Gostov to bed. Grom emptied the ashes
from his pipe into a bowl in the center of the table. It was his
prayer time before bed, and he never missed prayer.

I watched as he got up and went to the
prayer room. He looked tired, worn down. I guess even the mighty
Grom was destined to get old one day. I waited, knowing that he
wouldn't be in the room for very long. We could have squeezed in
together, but the room wasn't very large and somehow prayer seems
like it needs to be a private thing, words between the pray-sayer
and his god.

Several minutes later, Grom walked out of
the room, gave me a nod, and went to his bedroom.

I pushed myself up and followed his path
into the prayer room.

There really wasn't much to it. The room was
six arms long by four arms wide with a marble prayer bench in the
center. Engraved along the stone were runes of protection, wisdom,
and strength. The ceiling arched into the rock overhead and formed
a dome. Our axes hung on the other side of the prayer bench, seated
into custom-made marble frames also etched in runes. Each frame fit
our axes perfectly. The "Chortax" rune was engraved into the stone
below Grom's axe. It meant "Orc Slayer," sometimes “Enemy Slayer”
in high dwarven. It all depended on how the rune was interpreted.
No name was etched into the stone below my axe. I hadn't earned a
battle title yet. It wasn't my fault. Grom's generation had gone
and made things peaceable, so there was little opportunity to prove
myself in battle. Things had been so peaceable for so long the
elders were even considering a new way to get weapons titled,
because without war there just wasn't an opportunity for a fellow
to make a name for himself.

That ain't to say there hadn't been a
skirmish or two each year. I'd seen a few battles and lost a few
friends, but all out war seemed to be a thing of the past.

I placed my palm on my unnamed axe and bowed
my head. I hate to say this, but prayer just isn't natural to me. I
mean, I say the words in my head, but that's all they seem to be,
words. I ain't ever gotten a feeling from them, never been
comforted, uplifted, consoled, nothing. I don't know what prayer
did for Grom, but he stuck with it day after day and year after
year. By Oblivion, I usually just came into the prayer room and sat
for a few minutes to give Da the appearance that I said my prayers.
It's something I had done since I was knee-high to the old man. I
just didn’t want to disappoint my da. His opinion meant a lot to
me.

I actually did it, though. I don't know why.
Maybe I sensed the crap was about to come down the pipe. Maybe it
was all just coincidence. I thanked Donnan for my axe, my family,
and my clan then I asked him to give me the strength I needed to
protect all the above. It was a memorized prayer, one of dozens,
but one of the few that I could actually recall. I just wished it
would have helped, but as I've learned, there's little good that
wishing or prayers can do, at least for me. I don't know, maybe I
just ain't doing it right.

With my prayers said, I got myself ready for bed,
tousled Gostov's hair, and stroked the down on his cheeks, then
gave Talia a goodnight kiss. I was asleep the moment my head
touched the pillow.

*****

I don't much remember what I dreamed about,
but I awoke thinking a dire bear was mauling me. The last thing I
recall is the beast roaring, and for some odd reason, I remember
his teeth, gold and tipped in diamonds. I don't remember the why or
where of it, but I remember those golden teeth. When I dream, I
dream big.

I cracked open my eyes and there wasn't any
bear, dire or otherwise, but the blaring roar continued. My heart
leapt and my eyes flew open. The sound wasn't a roar. It was the
Dragon’s Horn, an enormous air horn at the peak of the mountain.
Legend says it's a real dragon's horn. If it is then I got all
sorts of respect for dragons because that horn’s at least ten
dwarves wide. I heard the durned thing's so big a dwarf can't blow
it. Instead, there's a bellows contraption the size of a wagon. I
don't know exactly how it works, but I understand it's about the
only thing that can make that horn sing.

It sang its tune at that moment.
Knick-knacks vibrated on the shelves with each rumble, and the moss
lamps swayed, though there was no wind. A long, low blast followed
by three shorter ones and two more long, skull-splitting notes. It
was a code, one that had been taught to us since we were big enough
to stand. The long blast warned us of an invasion. The other notes
told us that the enemy was at the main gate and the message
finished by bellowing that they also stormed the lesser-known upper
gates at the top of the mountain. The blasts didn't tell us who the
enemy was, or how many of them needed killing. It just told us
enough so that we could grab our axes and defend our homes.

I hopped out of bed. Talia’s nightgown
fluttered behind her as she ran to get my armor. My da appeared in
the doorway, Chortax in hand, as Talia returned with my
breastplate. Gostov wailed in the corner and I understood why. The
durned horn made me want to join him.

Gorm nodded to the hallway and said, "Come
on, boy. Grab your axe. We got work to do."

I gave Talia a quick peck on the forehead as
she finished strapping my armor into place, then turned and ran for
my axe, hoping that today would be the day that it got a title. I
thought "Destroyer" or "Blood Quencher" would make fine names as I
joined my da in the hallway outside our home.

Dwarves ran back and forth along the
corridors, two lines of dwarves frantically trying to get to their
posts. The halls made me think of what the anthill must have looked
like the time I stuck my finger in the middle of their mound. I was
a boy. It happens.

Dwarves stormed past us. Armor clanked to
the rhythm of their steps, but other than that, it was a silent
procession. My da waved his hand in the direction everyone was
headed and we joined the march. I know this dwarven silence thing
sounds crazy to most other races, but that's the way we were about
everything. We are creatures of habit if nothing else, and that
being the case, we rarely have anything new to talk about. We
really struggle with the small talk, but a person should listen
when we do say something because it’s probably important.

Grom's clutch, my clutch, rested in the
stone near the top of the mountain. By Donnan, the whole Stone clan
hall rested in the peak of the mountain. It made for a long walk to
work for all of us Stonehearts, Stonechunkers, Stonecarvers,
Stonefists...well, all the other Stone clan folk, since the mines
were at the bottom of the mountain. It's one of the drawbacks of
belonging to a clan who doesn't have a whole lot of prestige in the
dwarven ranks, but we were working on that. It wouldn't happen over
night because every clan put a lot of effort to climbing the
ladders of success. I think the Stone clan's rickety ladder fell
apart a time or two in generations past.

Since we lived near the top of the mountain,
guarding the upper gates fell to us. We were close enough to the
surface that we only had a half-mile or so of tunnels and stairs to
run before we reached the upper gates. The halls at the top of the
mountain were cold and drafty, but like I said, the Stone clan
didn’t have a lot of clout.

Orcam ran up behind me before I had traveled
halfway to the gate, his two friends Bolvin and Wulgur in tow. They
were armored from head to toe, but two huge ram horns adorned
Bolvin’s helmet. I’m sure he thought it looked great, but to me he
just looked like a durned idiot. Just one more shining example of
why I thought the dwarf was a braggart.

Orcam socked me on the shoulder and smiled.
"Looks like you might get to name your axe today, cousin."

The dwarf couldn't hit much harder than most
girls. I'm awfully glad of that because shoulder punches were how
he mostly greeted me. "Yeah, maybe. Any idea who's attacking
us?"

Bolvin marched up on my other side and said,
"Nope, but I don't think it's those stinking orcs. They ain't smart
enough to attack our upper gates. I'm guessing humans or maybe
those uppity elves.” He gave me a wicked grin. With his big-horned
helmet, it made him look like a mentally challenged, bearded goat.
“Don’t you girls worry, though, I’m here to protect you."

I didn't like Bolvin, but he had a point.
The orcs always attacked the main gates at ground level. I don't
know if they were too stupid to scout for other entrances, too lazy
to climb the mountain, or too bloodthirsty to have the patience to
make the climb. Whatever the reason, they never attacked our upper
gates. By Oblivion, their attacks on the ground level gates were
always crazy tribal antics, unorganized and doomed to failure.

We kept marching and within moments, a cold
draft blew through the corridor. Screams, cries of war, and the
clangs of battle reached our ears. The enemy had breached the gates
and, believe it or not, they were orcs.

I take back what I said about the dwarves in
the hallway reminding me of ants. Ants are numerous, but our
numbers were few compared to the orcs that swarmed through the gate
in a dark gray tide of flesh, teeth, and rage.

They had stormed the gates, but luckily,
more dwarven reinforcements like myself showed up every second. The
orcs’ numbers were great, but they lacked training and didn't fight
like a group. Dwarves, on the other hand, are battle trained from
birth. It’s joked that our first toy is an axe, and we cut our
teeth on orc ears. We’re trained to work together and we’re trained
to fight together. We also fight amongst ourselves, but that's
training too, I suppose.

Grom grabbed my shoulder and forearmed Orcam
out of the way. "You gonna stand there gawking or you gonna earn a
name for that axe?"

Before I could reply, he rushed forward,
plowing through orcs and dwarves alike, axe cutting a bloody trail
of orc flesh until he became lost among the combatants.

My da's words spurned me to battle. I don't
know if he took any pride in me or not, but I planned to take this
opportunity to earn some boasting rights. By the Void, I'd do it or
die trying.

I forgot about Orcam and his two friends as
I raised my axe and followed Grom's lead. My heart pounded beneath
my armor. I filled my lungs with cold mountain air tainted with the
stench of orcs and blood.

The pig fornicators were pushed outside the
gates even as I got there. It's a good thing. I hate trying to
swing my axe in the close quarters of the tunnels. Outside, I would
have the freedom to really cut loose.

The snow fell in gusting flurries,
blizzard-like in its intensity. I looked for Grom, but couldn't
find him. By Oblivion, everything further than twenty arm lengths
became a white wall shadowed with a blur of dwarf and orc shapes. I
picked the orc shape closest to me and charged, axe held high. The
creature met my charge with a battle roar. Sprinkles of spit flew
from its mouth. Its breath reeked of dead vulture.

My axe sliced faster than his long blade. I
buried it in his rib cage, then yanked the weapon out. The blow
flung him to the ground, and he lay in snow on his side. The white
powder turned red as he bled out. I charged on to the next one.

The second orc I met was wilier than the
first. He had a shield and knew how to use it. He blocked my axe,
and I dodged the swing of his scimitar. If speed was all that
mattered then we were an even match, but I knew his shield arm
couldn't last long under the pounding of my axe. He cringed each
time my axe slammed into his shield. His teeth grew more prominent
with each blow, and his shield arm fell closer to his body with
every swing of my axe. As we battled, the orc backed away from the
gate, toward the nearby cliff.

I feared he would run so I doubled my axe
work to keep him busy. It took all his skill to keep my blade from
getting past his defenses. I could see the panic in his eyes, but I
made sure he stayed too busy to turn and rabbit.

Finally, my axe blasted into his shield. It
sank a half-inch into the poorly worked metal. I jerked the weapon
back and blood filled the metal gap. The orc let out a roar of pain
and flung his shield to the side. As his arm extended, I planted my
foot into his stomach and pushed. A second later, his hind end hit
the snow and my axe connected with his groin, sending his butt
another six inches into the white powder.

I left him to wail and roll through the snow
in agony. I looked for my next target as the orc bled into the
powder.

An arctic wind gusted snow up from the
cliff. It buffeted my armor and blew my beard back over my
shoulder. The brass rings braided into my mustache clanged together
like wind chimes in a hurricane. Snow speckled the air and swirled
like a swarm of glacier bugs around me. I had to squint as the
durned flakes obscured my vision and turned the world into shades
of dark against the white foreground.

My battle against the half-skilled orc had
taken me to the edge of the cliff and away from the battle. I
didn't see anyone, but I could hear the bellowing cries of pain and
the roars of triumph from both combatants as they echoed off the
mountain walls. My brothers held their own against overwhelming
odds, but the fight remained far from decided.

I had to protect the gate. I wouldn't let a
single orc mire the Stone clan's halls. I couldn't allow the filth
of orc flesh to taint and dishonor the name of my home or my
clan.

A roar pierced the wind. I lifted my axe and
turned to meet it.

Two orcs plowed toward me through the snow.
Rotting fur hides covered their filthy gray bodies as they lifted
their legs high to advance through the powder. Crudely tanned boar
hide armor covered their heads, complete with dangling tusks that
bounced and jiggled with each step. They pushed forward with
scimitars held high.

I screamed a dwarfish war cry to Donnan and
leapt forward through the waist deep snow to meet my enemies. They
met my cry by shaking their heads and snarling into the sky;
slobber flew from their thick lips and froze in the cold air.

I pulled my axe back to strike, but slowed
my pace as a robed figure caught my attention. It stood several
feet behind the orcs with its back against the precipice. Its arms
rose to the heavens. A guttural chant carried on the wind.

A shaman.

I'd heard a lot of nasty rumors about them.
I hoped that’s all they were.

The priests of Okoom were supposed to be a
nasty bit of work. I would have happily battled a dozen raging orcs
before butting heads with an orc shaman. They could call upon their
god and do the damndest things to their enemies. Not only did the
pagan bastards do odd things to their foes, but they also did a
might of unnaturalness to themselves. They filed their teeth to
sharp points and tattooed their bodies from head to toe with the
vile signs of Okoom. And if that weren't bad enough, they often
amputated fingers or arms as sacrifices to their bloody god. I
didn't want anything to do with magic. I’d heard about a dwarf
being turned into a pile of quivering flesh as a shaman dissolved
the warrior's bones within his body. I swore such a fate wouldn't
fall upon me.

I gritted my teeth and lowered my head as I
charged through the snow with all my considerable might. I pushed
the powder with the head of my axe and plowed forward with a speed
that surprised me. I had to. If the gray shaman finished his prayer
to Okoom, I would be finished and probably not in a dignified
fighting fashion. Nope, I wouldn't stand for that.

Thigh deep in the snow, the orcs blocked my
path, scimitars held high.

I turned sideways and pushed through the
snow with my shoulder. My weapon trailed in the path behind me,
ready to swing. Both orcs slashed down with their blades as my axe
arced toward an orc's belly. The twin ring of scimitars striking
armor clanged through the air as my axe met the orc's stomach. The
heavy blade sliced completely through the orc and continued toward
the second beast, but he jumped back before I could land the
blow.

Entrails from the wounded orc erupted onto
the snow and steamed in the cold air. The creature grabbed his
innards and dropped to his knees, eyes wide and mouth open in
shock. The snow turned red. I ignored it and turned to deal with
the other orc.

The beast snarled and pulled his blade
back.

Before the pig fornicator could complete his
swing, I slammed the head of my axe into the orc's chest and sent
him flying into the snow. The creature disappeared in a puff of
white. I didn't look to see if he still had any fight in him. I had
to reach the shaman if I ever wanted to battle again.

I charged forward. Snow exploded around my
legs as I pumped them with all my might. The shaman's chant reached
a crescendo, spurring me on. The creature's tattooed claws balled
into fists and shook at the heavens.

I roared my battle cry as I pulled my axe
back for the killing blow.

The shaman's hands glowed with a sickening
green energy as they dropped.

I screamed in pain as a searing cold washed
over my body. My veins filled with ice, and frost coated my heart.
My muscles became frozen blocks of flesh; tendons became
icicles.

The orc roared in surprise as my frozen form
slammed into his chest. The force knocked him backward. My momentum
tipped the shaman over the edge of the cliff that had protected his
back from a sneak attack by the dwarven army.

My frozen stomach quivered as the ground
disappeared below me.

The shaman tumbled past with his mouth open
in horror. The priest of Okoom fell toward the snow that hid the
icy rapids half a mile below us. The shaman's terror made me want
to smile, but I couldn't.

I fell through a world of frozen white. The
air whistled around me. The rapids grew closer by the second. It
would be a good death, a warrior's death. I hoped one of my clan
witnessed my bravery so that the bards could write an appropriate
ballad. Unfortunately, my axe would have to be named
posthumously.

That's how my luck rolls.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


I wonder if that durned machine is still
taking my story and putting it to writing.

The contraption’s making that chattering
noise, so I guess everything’s still rolling along inside it. I
still say it's magic.

*****

I remember a black void.

I figured it was The Void, Oblivion.

Donnan, but I had a mighty thirst. My body
ached, joints locked together as though cased in ice. I couldn't
open my eyes. Silence greeted my ears. Cold chilled me to the bone.
Ice slushed through my veins and pumped frozen jets of cold into my
heart, my slow beating heart. I took deep breaths. It was like
inhaling ice vapors. Nothing existed besides the sounds within my
body, the pain, and the cold.

There was nothing for it. I concentrated on
a catchy ale limerick until consciousness left me.

*****

Click...Click...Clickclickclickclick...

I don't know what that was, but it didn't
sound good.

I heard voices; one gruff, another flowing,
elegant. The gruff speech held a deepness, as though it drifted
from bottomless lungs. The elegant speaker annoyed me. The fancy
voice belonged to a male, a sissified male. A male unlike any dwarf
I had ever met. A female tenor added its sound to the words
drifting around me. Individually, the words made sense, but when
brought together, they meant nothing. I concentrated into the
darkness, still blind to the world around me. Words formed in my
mind, but I couldn't put them together in a legible sentence. My
thoughts remained abstract, or the words spoken were abstract. I
didn't know the difference. I was too tired to care.

"Ten Cee Ceez of Zogamine..." Elegant
voice.

"Heart..." Gruff voice.

"Falling..." Gruff voice.

"Level..." Female voice. I hoped the voice
was female. I hoped she wasn't too unpresentable, if you get my
meaning.

I wished they would all shut up and let me
get back to sleep.

A limerick popped into my mind. I focused on
the rhyme to block out the kaleidoscope of thoughts and sounds
around me.

 


Ooool' Hankamer Barrelbelly ‘twas an ale
guzzlin' sot,

he'd drink a drunkard's piss from a bottle
or a pot.

To him it didn't matter so long as he kept
his buzzzzz.

I know ye think I'm lyin', but that's the
way it wuzzzz.

 


Ooool' Hankamer Barrelbelly liked his beer
hot.

s'why he'd drink a drunkard's piss from a
bottle or a pot.

It always kept him fuzzy and it always kept
him queer,

but he didn't give a shite so long as he
always had a beer.

 


Ooool' Hankamer Barrelbelly...

 


*****

I shivered. A thick layer of blankets
covered me, I could feel that much, but the cold lived in my bones.
It chilled my marrow and didn't want to thaw. I prayed to Donnan
and asked for the heat of his fire.

I remained cold. No surprise there.

Movement. Someone stepped near where I lay.
Paper tore. Tapping. More movement.

I cracked my eyes open. A flickering yellow
blinded me. I squeezed them closed until the white orb and
fireflies faded into the black. I opened them again, just a sliver.
The light still blinded, but I could almost see blurry shapes. A
white form moved beside me. My eyes watered. I blinked them closed.
A tear dribbled from each eye and ran down my temples. It tickled,
but I didn't move. I wouldn't move until I knew more about my
situation. If the enemy had me then my best bet would be to lie
still and pretend to sleep until I knew what the situation was. If
my clan had me then a few more hours of rest would do me no harm.
Better safe than sorry.

I cracked open my eyes again. The light
still blinded, but not quite as much as it had. The white form
still swayed near me, but I could tell little else. I turned my
head to the side and concentrated on the form. Still only a blur. I
squeezed my eyes shut then slid them open again. Still a blur. I
unfocussed my eyes then refocused and stared hard at the figure,
doing my best to make it out. That didn't help a lot, but I would
take anything I could get.

The figure was a person, maybe human, but
certainly not an orc. It wore a white shirt and matching pants. The
shirt may have been long-sleeved, but it was hard to tell through
the blur. I knew it couldn't be an orc because the shirt was as
white as virgin snow. Everyone knew that no orc could wear white
for more than five minutes without mucking the color up with its
filth. Maybe a wizard? I focused for all I was worth. No. Too thick
in the shoulders to be a wizard. Possibly a priest, but definitely
not a lazy wizard.

The figure turned toward me. I squeezed my
eyes shut.

Something creaked as the figure leaned over
me. The surface beneath me shifted slightly. A bed?

I faked a snore and peeked
out of one eye. The figure loomed over me, doing something to my
arm on the other side. White cloth blocked my view. The faint smell
of orc filled my nostrils. I looked out of the corner of my eyes
and gasped. The white cloaked form was an orc.

The jig was up. My gasp gave me away.

The orc stood upright and smiled down at me
with the whitest fangs I had ever seen on one of Okoom's kind. Its
damned hair was combed, parted down the middle. Mingled with the
orc stench was a clean smell, like fruit-flavored brandy.

Damned odd.

I reached up and grabbed the pig fornicator
by the throat. Lines trailed from my left arm and pins scratched
the muscles beneath my skin. It itched more than it hurt. I briefly
wondered what the bastard had done to me. My joints creaked. They
ached, but I pushed past that pain. I had to. If I didn't stop the
orc from crying out, others would come and I would die a glorious
death...again.

The orc's smile fell. His hands grabbed my
wrists and tried to pull my fingers from his throat, but I had
latched on and nothing short of Donnan himself was gonna make me
let go. My grip was honed on a lifetime of ironwork and no stinking
orc could break it. The son of Okoom gagged and choked. He slapped
the side of the bed as though that would help. Something under the
bed clicked. My grip tightened. I bore down on the cartilage in the
beast's throat. I had to crush its windpipe, and I had to do it
fast.

Click…click

"Hey, Kush. What's the problem?" Magic! A
female voice spoke from under the bed. It had an odd timbre, a
muffled echo sound, as though spoken through a pipe from a long
distance.

The orc slapped the side of the bed. There
was another double click and he gasped, "Heeeeelp meeeee."

I expected the bed to leap up and crush me
at any moment.

Click…click

"What was that? I couldn't make it out," the
voice beneath the bed spoke.

The orc dropped to his knees, or as close as
he could with my hands wrapped around his throat. He leaned his
head toward the side of the bed. Two more clicks and he rasped.
"Heeeeelp meeeeee."

Click…click

"Ohmigod! What's wrong, Kush? You sound
terrible!" the voice beneath the bed wailed.

Kush couldn't answer. He was busy dying.

The orc gave one more feeble slap then grew
limp and I let him fall to the floor. The beast probably still
lived, but I couldn't hold him up a second longer. I was still too
weak.

I shut my eyes and prepared for the last
battle. Weak as I was, I would still give them everything I had. It
was the dwarven way and I wouldn't dishonor my clan by simply lying
down while a bunch of pathetic pig fornicators tore me apart.

Footsteps pounded nearby, muffled by the
wall and door. I couldn't see that far, but living within the
mountain tunnels gave me a certain sense of what sounds meant and
where they came from.

A door slammed open. A gasp.

A young human stood in the doorway. She wore
a short white dress that matched the orc's outfit, and a dark
ponytail prevented her hair from falling to her shoulders. She may
have worn glasses, but my eyesight hadn't improved enough to be
sure. She looked at the orc. Her hands flew up to her mouth.

"Ohmigod! Kush? Kush, what's happened?" When
the orc didn't move, she screamed, "Altaire! Doctor Altaire, come
quick. Something's happened to Kush."

More footsteps raced toward me, but I didn't
care. Everything had suddenly become surreal. The voice of the
human was the same as the voice beneath the bed. And what in the
nine sub-worlds was a human doing fretting over a stinking orc?

A short, thin creature stepped in behind the
human. Blond hair cascaded over his shoulders and rested on his
chest. He looked at the orc then at me. I glared back.

Long Hair reached into his pocket and pulled
out a small stick made of glass. He pulled something off the end of
the stick and tossed it to the floor. In a high-pitched voice, he
said, "Peggy, help me hold him down while I give him a
sedative."

I recognized Long Hair's voice from my
dreams, the sissy with the elegant speech. A gnome.

My clan had no quarrel with the gnomes, but
not having a quarrel was a far cry from liking them. Gnomes were a
brilliant but weasely race, their men scrawny and weak. They
weren’t well known to us as they hid in tunnels under the hills.
I’m not sure if anyone had ever seen any of their women. They were
smart, but not a one of them could grow a beard. By Oblivion, even
most humans could grow beards. My toddler had a good start on
one.

I figure they hid from the world to make up
for their beardless inferiority.

The clan didn't have a quarrel with the
gnomes, but this gnome kept company with an orc. Kicking his arse
wouldn't break any rules.

The human, Peggy, walked
around one side of the bed while the gnome crept around to the
other. It was your standard flanking tactic, an amateurish attempt
at best. They must have thought I was still pathetically weak from
my illness. There was no way that any sane human female and a gnome
would attempt to flank a dwarf otherwise. I was weak, but
not that weak. I
cracked my knuckles. Tubes trailed from a bandage in my left arm to
a glass bag held up on a coat rack. I grabbed the tubes and snarled
as I pulled them out of my arms and slung them to the
floor.

The human asked, "Are you sure we can hold
him, Doctor Altaire? He looks awfully strong, and mad."

"Good point." The gnome watched me out of
the corner of his eye as he turned to the door and yelled, "Tracy.
Nurse Tracy. Could you come in here for a moment and help us
out?"

He turned back to me and waited.

I considered jumping off the bed and
attacking the gnome, but everything had become too bizarre. I
didn't want to make any rash decisions until I knew what was going
on.

Seconds later, a short, stocky,
white-clothed form filled the doorway. "You called?"

I gasped. A dwarf stood in the doorway. A
female dwarf. Beardless! Not so much as a goatee. Why in the name
of Donnan would a woman deface herself in such a way? I never
thought I would see the day when a dwarf would willingly walk
around without a beard, much less betray the clan by cavorting with
orcs. The world had gone mad, and it was high time I did my part to
straighten it out.

With a roar, I leapt from the bed. Cold air
chilled my backside, and I realized that whatever sort of smock
they had dressed me in left my entire back hanging out in the wind,
not a very dignified way to initiate combat, but it couldn't be
helped.

The gnome screamed like a girl as I slammed
into him and bore him to the ground. He blabbered and cried as I
slugged him with a right, then a left. The fool didn't even try to
hit back. He just lay there with his girly hands held up before his
girly face. I had every intention of pounding some manly features
into the gnome’s feminine nose.

I pulled my fist back to hit the gnome
again, but the human grabbed my arm and screamed, "Leave him alone.
Don't you hurt Doctor Altaire."

Do none of them understand
the rules of combat? I asked myself. You
can't just ask a dwarf, "Please don't stick your axe into Grock's
head" while he's in the moment. You got to beat him to make him
stop.

The human seemed too stupid to bother with
so I slung her aside and continued manning the gnome up. I hit him
with another left and a right before the female dwarf jumped onto
my back. With a screech, she pulled her arm back and brought it
down. I felt something stab the side of my neck, something small,
like the sting of a bee.

Now that's how you
interrupt combat, I thought, just before my
eyes rolled to the back of my head and I dropped forward onto the
gnome with a loud snore.

*****

I cracked my eyes open. Yellow flickering
light flooded my vision. I groaned as I blinked them into
focus.

Overhead a glass sphere hung from the
ceiling by a brass rod. The orb glowed with a flickering light as
though it held a flame. I figured it was being fed by natural gas.
The orb was almost too bright to look at with my damaged eyes, and
it doesn’t take a lot of light to blind a dwarf when he’s been in
the dark for a while. Living underground makes us awfully light
sensitive.

I tried to raise my hand to rub my sore
eyes, but it wouldn't budge. I lifted my head from the pillow for a
look. A curse exploded from me. Both wrists were strapped down with
leather bands to bars on either side of the bed. I tried to sit up
and realized that my feet were also strapped. I was thoroughly in
the enemies’ clutches.

I slammed my head into the pillow with
another curse.

A whisper trembled in the air to my
left.

I turned my head and saw the beardless
dwarven woman in the white smock. A neat stack of towels filled her
arms. Her eyes grew alarmingly large as I turned her way. She spun
around and stumbled to an open cabinet at the far end of the room
where fresh linens were stored.

I wondered again what would drive a woman to
shave her beard. It was unseemly, taboo, and damned near
pornographic. I saw parts of her I shouldn't be seeing, like a baby
bird before it gets its feathers, or Hankamer Barrelbelly's bottom
when he gets drunk and forgets to pull his pants up after he
relieves himself. It just didn't seem right.

Did she want to look like a short, stocky
human? Did it help her mix with the orcs and gnomes? Could she be a
lost race of beardless dwarf? I didn't think so, and I didn't care.
Her beardless inferiority was the least of my problems.

"Unstrap me, you daft woman!" I roared.

She ignored me, making a mess of the
linens.

"I know you can hear me."

She shoved a folded towel on the stack of
beddings.

"You’re a dwarf. How can you do this to one
of your own?"

A half-folded towel got thrown on top of the
pile.

"You blasted orc lover, leaving me to be
tormented by a filthy pig and a boy-loving, pointy-capped dirt
dweller. Donnan will see your hide burning in the nine sub-worlds
for your treachery," I spat.

The woman whirled around, finally showing
her fiery dwarven side. Her arms waved and her fingers pointed as
she said, "Now see here you racist, bigoted bastard. You...you
don't have any right to talk to me like that. After what you did to
Doctor Altaire, you have no right to do much of anything."

Her temper brought a smile to my lips. I
love hotheaded dwarven women. Don't get me wrong, I love Talia with
all my heart, but I do have a wandering eye, and as long as it goes
no further, then no harm is done. It didn't really matter because I
couldn't get past her hairless chin.

"Doctor Altaire? He the gnome?" I asked.

She took a deep breath, looked up at the
ceiling, and let it out. "Yes. I don't know what his heritage has
to do with anything, but yes, he was the gnome. He’s a kind and
brilliant doctor. Do you know that you broke his nose and blackened
both of his eyes? After Doctor Mason had a look at him, he had to
skip his rounds and go home for the rest of the day. It's
awful."

"Broke his nose, did I?" I chuckled. "Serves
him right for cavorting with a filthy orc."

She opened her mouth then closed her lips
together into a tight line. Her nose flared as she sucked in a deep
breath. "I'm not supposed to be talking to you, and now I see why.
You're a rude beast."

She marched through the door and slammed it
behind her.

"Hey! Woman! What about these straps?" I
bellowed at the closed door. The dwarven woman didn't return to
answer me.

*****

A short time later, the door swung open and
two men strolled into the room. Well, some folks would call them
men. I just saw another traitorous dwarf in the company of a
bear-sized orc. The swine had to duck his head to get through the
door. I wished for my axe so I could chop the pig fornicator down
to size.

I didn't know whether to laugh or cry at the
dwarf's clothes. He looked like a human merchant; white shirt with
thin black vertical lines a finger's width apart, black cloth
jacket with long gray pants. Fancy shoes covered his feet;
pointy-toed, laced shoes that no self-respecting dwarf would be
caught dead in. The orc looked like his ugly, oversized twin
brother with bushy sideburns and no beard.

The fancy dwarf walked to the side of the
bed and examined the straps on my wrists. He gave them a tug and
nodded to himself before shoving his hands into his pants pockets
and addressing me.

"You've been a bad boy. Don't you know it
ain't a good idea to sock the doctor who's nursing you back to
health?" He smiled as he pulled a piece of candy from his pocket
and tossed it into his mouth.

I glared at the dwarf and spat. "You
wouldn't be talking so big if I was freed and had my axe. To
Oblivion with the axe. I could kill you both without it."

The orc growled and stepped forward, but the
dwarf waved him back. He bent down until his nose almost touched
mine. His breath smelled of cinnamon. "What's your problem, bub?"
He straightened and shook his head. "No. Don't answer that. I don't
really want to hear it. You're full of hate and you got a foul
mouth, so keep it shut and let me do the talking or I'll add a gag
to your wardrobe."

I opened my mouth to give the dwarf a
cussing that would make my own kin want to gag me, but the oddly
dressed dwarf raised his hand and bit into his candy. He crunched
it as he talked. "Look, there's no need to get all riled up here.
No reason to get yourself a gag. Just let me and my partner do our
jobs and this will all go a lot smoother for everyone
involved."

I shut my mouth and glared at the dwarf. I
hated to admit it, but the fool had a point. Besides, I was at
their mercy. I needed to be smart, play along, and look for an
opportunity to escape. I needed to learn more about my enemy, a
wizard who could warp the mind of my kin; a mage who could have
dwarf and orc working hand in hand. An evil sorcerer so powerful he
could convince a dwarf to wear lacy, girly shoes. That must have
taken some real power.

I lay back and gritted my teeth.

The strange dwarf finished crunching his
candy and said, "There, that's better." He turned to his partner.
"See, I knew he would see reason. He's not nearly as rabid as the
nurse claimed."

I ground my teeth together, but kept my
mouth shut.

"Now, my name is Jim, and that big fella
over there is Rimmy. We’re Federation Law Enforcers. The reason
we're here is because we heard that you were scrapping with the
staff. I could care less, but Doctor Altaire sort of got his
feelings hurt and Mr. Kush would like to kick your butt, but that
would be uncivilized. He understands that. It's the reason he
turned to us. So, what was it that got your blood boiling in the
first place?"

I couldn't believe I just met a dwarf named
Jim. By Donnan's beard and hairy chest, what sort of name was that
for a dwarf? I had to ask, "What's your kin name?"

The law enforcer's eyes widened. "Do
what?"

"Your family name. What is it?" I
growled.

The orc laughed. His deep voice rumbled as
though spoken from a well. "I think he wants to know your last
name, Jim. Odd way to ask it though."

Jim nodded. "Yeah, it is."

He looked hard at me, lips pinched into a
fine line as he rubbed his bearded chin. Finally, he asked, "Where
do you hail from?"

I glared back.

Jim nodded. "Okay. Let's start with some
simpler questions. What's your name?"

My glare remained, as did my silence.

Jim folded his arms over his chest and shook
his head. "There you go again, making my job difficult." He sighed.
"Okay. You asked a question first and I rudely answered your
question with a question. My bad. The family name, as you call it,
is Stoneson. Now, where do you hail from?"

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/216068
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg





tmp_73a6d778064e6ea1cd9ca7ae8bc9cfc0_6PVeeB_html_1085268e.jpg





