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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    He awoke face-down on the floor. The stench of burnt flesh filled his nose. Nothing made a sound other than the sharp rush of his own breath. His body ached from head to toe. 
 
    Getting paid today seemed unlikely. 
 
    Scars of No-Clan stayed on the floor as his wits returned, wary of anything that might jump out and stab him before he rose. He no longer held a weapon, which seemed like the worst news of all so far.  
 
    Hearing nothing to signal danger, Scars pushed himself up and opened his eyes to a room much dimmer now than before he’d blacked out. He filled his hands with the nearest broken chair leg. Vertigo from the blow that had put him on his face caught up with him before he made it halfway upright. Sinking back down to one hip, he fought to take in his surroundings despite the way they spun in his vision. 
 
    Orcs and goblins practically carpeted the floor. The hall stood intact, as he expected. Ancient dwarven construction held up to just about anything, even under hostile ownership. Not all of the furnishings fared as well. One table lay caved in on itself under the weight of a dead ogre and the chandelier that had fallen on his head. Even a brute like Gorefang couldn’t survive a hit like that. The other chandelier sat in a pile of broken crystal on the other end of the room, too, because of course it did. Why cut down only one? 
 
    The shelves stood bare. Not a book remained along the walls, or the freestanding shelves, or on top of the remaining tables. 
 
    He realized then his feet were cold. He felt the stone under his heels. His boots were gone. 
 
    “Damn. Not again,” grunted Scars. “Fucking adventurers.” 
 
    He closed his eyes to chase off the vertigo. One hand covered his face, resting against a thick brow over a broad nose. Small tusks jutted from his lips. None of the hits in the fight had marred his face. It remained too smooth to be a good orc and too rough to be human. Too rough and too proud, even if he didn’t feel that pride just now. 
 
    “Scars?” hissed a voice. 
 
    “Huh?” answered another in a low groan. 
 
    Beside him, amid a clutch of bodies covered in soot, another figure stirred. Muscular shoulders under leather pads and chain mail turned on the floor. His thin coat of brown fur had been blackened by the fire, but he still lived. Red eyes opened over a sturdy hyena-like snout. “We’re alive?” asked the gnoll. “How long have I been out?” 
 
    “Minutes,” answered the other voice. It came from under a table, shrouded in shadow pierced only by the faint glow of mismatched eyes, one yellow and the other red. “No more than a few minutes. The enemy moved fast. They thought you all dead.” 
 
    “War Cloud.” Scars steadied the gnoll with a hand on his shoulder. “You aren’t burned like the rest.” 
 
    “I protected you both with my magic,” came the voice from under the table. 
 
    “Us?” asked Scars. 
 
    “I could only protect two. You are the least stupid.” 
 
    “Least…?” His eyes narrowed. “You didn’t protect yourself?” 
 
    “I was smart enough to hide.” 
 
    Scars couldn’t argue with that. He looked to War Cloud. “You’re alright?” 
 
    “Yes.” The gnoll put one arm around his gut. “No.” 
 
    “You’re not bleeding. Not burned.” 
 
    “The fucking dwarf had a hammer,” said War Cloud. “I feel smashed up inside.” 
 
    “You probably are. What of your magic?” Scars asked. 
 
    War Cloud shook his head. “I used up all my power keeping us both alive.” 
 
    “At least it worked.” Scars looked to the eyes under the table. “Yargol? What of you?” 
 
    “I might manage the weakest of spells. Most of my strength is spent, like his.” 
 
    “Spent on what?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “Magic.” 
 
    “Yeah, what magic?” 
 
    “…Icefire Daggers,” came the reluctant response. “Phantom Lightning Bats. Exploding Doom Balls. Spectral Acid Fang Hounds.” 
 
    “I didn’t see any of that stuff,” said Scars. 
 
    “No, because it was all stealthed. It’s how I learned it. Gods, what I wouldn’t give to learn to cast a normal fucking spell,” Yargol muttered. “Anyway, I stuck with what I knew. Their wizard countered most of my magic with her own until I wore myself down to exhaustion.” 
 
    “Did that happen before or after you hid under the table?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “You saw what happened. What more good might I have done?” Yargol asked. 
 
    “It’s not a complaint.” The gnoll winced with pain. “I only wonder how much smarter you are than everyone else.” 
 
    The eyes flicked from War Cloud to Scars before disappearing with a shuffle. A hooded form crawled out from under the table, no larger than a goblin. The hands emerging from the sleeves of Yargol’s black robe didn’t match. The right bore the strong, leathery texture of a hobgoblin’s skin; the left was under short, dark brown fur with the nails of a bugbear. Yargol’s hood hung low, with enough shadow to hide his face, but Scars had seen enough in the past to know it was much the same: a patchwork of features from every different breed of goblin kind, all fitted together with stitches and magic. No one rightly knew what the hell Yargol was. 
 
    “Your war god wouldn’t expect me to die fighting?” Yargol asked. 
 
    War Cloud shook his head. “Not mine, no. My god wants us to win. That means surviving.” 
 
    “We can either be ashamed of losing or proud of surviving,” grumbled Scars. “One choice is useful. The other isn’t. I’ll go with pride.” 
 
    Yargol looked to War Cloud again. “I can help if you’ll let me.” 
 
    “Will it cost?” 
 
    “No. You have no coin, anyway. The adventurers rolled everyone before they left.” Yargol crept forward, reaching for War Cloud’s gut with his craggy right hand. He murmured something in a language Scars could not understand. The hand glowed with a soft white light before he touched War Cloud’s wounds. The gnoll straightened and relaxed. “I’m not as good at this as you are, but it’s better than nothing,” said Yargol. 
 
    “Not many can do it at all. Thank you,” said War Cloud. 
 
    Scars patted his tunic at his gut to verify Yargol’s news. Sure enough, the little pouch of coin tucked into an inner pocket was gone. He’d hung onto his last few coins all the way to payday for this. “Fucking maggot shits,” he grunted. 
 
    Looking over the room again, he reminded himself he shouldn’t be surprised. Not with the bookshelves empty. Now that he thought about it, the cabinet against the far wall no longer held any wine goblets, either. The wall sconces were emptied of those perpetually glowing rocks that lit up the room. If it wasn’t for the fire in the hearth and the reflections from the broken mirrors along the walls, they’d be in complete darkness. Even that stupid marble bust of Olen Zuck was gone, leaving behind only the bare pillar on which it had sat. 
 
    Not a weapon lay in sight, either. Arrows stuck out from more than a few corpses, but not one of the bodies held a sword or an axe. 
 
    “Scars. Hold still.” Yargol touched the back of his head, reciting much the same words as before. Scars felt his pain diminish, both in his skull and his back. He needed a good night’s sleep—or maybe a week—but he could move and think better already. 
 
    “Thought you were the wizard’s apprentice, Yargol,” said War Cloud. “I didn’t think he could heal with magic.” 
 
    “Olen Zuck did not teach me everything I know,” Yargol replied. “Much, but not all. Let’s just say I’m uniquely talented.” 
 
    “So it’s the three of us?” asked Scars. 
 
    “I’ve been under the table since the fight ended,” said Yargol. He turned his head down and hid his hands in his robe again. “I assume the burnt and the dismembered are dead. Black Blood only took an arrow…” Yargol knelt by an orc lying on his side to tug him over onto his back, revealing the true extent of his injuries. “…or five. Never mind. It appears his blood isn’t black after all.” 
 
    “You never punched him to find out?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “Do I look like the punching type?” replied Yargol. 
 
    The gnoll shrugged. “Everybody has to sleep sometime.” 
 
    “Focus,” said Scars. “They tore through us. They looted. Now they’re gone. What else? Yargol, what else happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure,” said Yargol. “My eyes were still spotty from the fight. I thought the one in plate armor had brought the sun down to crack through the ceiling at the end of it.” 
 
    “Fucking paladins,” grumbled War Cloud. 
 
    “You see how much they took,” Yargol continued. “Books, coin, weapons from the fallen. They took the underchief’s enchanted sword and his earring. They looted even faster than they fought. Magic bags. Every one of them had magic bags.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” said Scars. “What else? What did they say?” 
 
    “Not much. They made jokes about the fight. The elf and dwarf bickered a little. One of them said something about making a ‘clean sweep’ and moving on before their ‘buffs’ wore off. I don’t know what a buff is.” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound good,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” Scars agreed. He looked around one last time. Nothing in here seemed of use. “We need to go. Yargol, your magic—you say you’re drained?” 
 
    “I can manage a few spells without effort, but little of it is battle magic. Illumination, a little sensory aid…. Icefire Daggers,” he added, grumbling. “Not much.” 
 
    “You’re better armed than we are. War Cloud?” 
 
    The gnoll already matched Scars for armament, having taken up a chair leg of his own. He stripped one corpse of its belt and wrapped the leather around his knuckles. “We will have the blessing of Dastia.” 
 
    “You still cling to your heretical goddess after a defeat like this?” asked Yargol. 
 
    “We’re alive, aren’t we?” War Cloud pointed out. “The heretic and the two outcasts. What does that tell you?” 
 
    “It tells me of a thing called survivor’s bias.” 
 
    War Cloud’s brow furrowed. “What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s from books. Never mind.” 
 
    “I’ll take whatever help I can get, heretical or not,” said Scars. “Let’s go.” 
 
    They didn’t worry about an ambush at the exit. The doorway stood open to a hall running left and right. The former ended in a spiral stairway going upward—and the pile of rubble that remained of the formerly living statue that guarded the way. In the other direction, the hallway ended in a straighter staircase leading downward, with every doorway in between sitting wide open. 
 
    The hallway was even darker than the library. If not for their natural lowlight vision, the three would see nothing at all. “Did they take every single glowstone from the wall sconces?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “This is bad,” said Scars. 
 
    They turned left. A loud boom from the stairwell halted them at their third step. 
 
    “COME AT ME, OGRE!” echoed a voice. 
 
    “Sneak attack!” shouted another amid a crash. 
 
    “Justice!” came a third call. “More justice!” 
 
    Along with the shouts, they heard screams and crashes, the crackle of lightning, and the roar of beasts. 
 
    “They found Zuck,” said Yargol. 
 
    “Yep,” said War Cloud. 
 
    Scars looked to the gnoll, then to the magician. Not one of them said a word. They turned around and headed the other way. 
 
    “It was a steady job while it lasted,” grumbled Scars. 
 
    “Not that we had pleasant company,” said War Cloud. “If I’d known this was our last day, I’d have settled a score or two this morning.” 
 
    “What difference would it make now?” asked Yargol. 
 
    “Satisfaction.” 
 
    “Yargol, you have no family here, right?” asked Scars. 
 
    “None. War Cloud?” asked the hooded figure. 
 
    “Been on my own since long before I came here,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “Then we lose only the job and some gear,” said Scars. “And today’s payroll.” 
 
    Yargol shook his hooded head. “My staff is gone. My journal contains some spells, but all of my other books and scrolls are all upstairs. I even had a cot and a couple other robes. This is a disaster.” 
 
    “At least the winter is behind us,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “Hope that’s enough,” grumbled Scars. 
 
    War Cloud looked down. “They took your boots? Were they enchanted?” 
 
    “No. Just new. They even fit right.” 
 
    “Adventurer scum,” Yargol spat in sympathy. 
 
    The cacophony of battle from the spiral stairs diminished. A rapid patter of feet echoed from the opposite stairway as they neared, along with short, shallow, rasping breath. A little metal skullcap with tiny horns emerged, sitting atop a dark green face, gaunt despite being so round, with big yellow eyes and tiny tusks. The goblin wore a mismatch of scavenged bits of armor, most of it hardened leather. He wielded neither a sword nor a spear, but instead a simple shovel. 
 
    “Intruders,” he hissed with urgency. He didn’t slow as he saw the others. “Intruders in the stronghold! Adventurers!” 
 
    Scars hooked one arm under the goblin’s shoulder before he passed. War Cloud did the same at his other side. The pair lifted the goblin up off his feet, leaving him kicking wildly in the air. “We know,” said Scars. 
 
    “But the boss! Gotta warn the boss!” 
 
    “He knows, DigDig,” said Scars. “Listen.” 
 
    The goblin looked down the dark hallway toward the spiral stairs. Bright orange light flashed in tandem with another boom. 
 
    “Sneak attack!” a voice shouted from the stairs. “Sneak attaaaack!” 
 
    DigDig hung from their strong arms. “Uh-oh,” he croaked. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Scars, letting him down with a nod to War Cloud. “Nothing to be done about it now. How did they get in?” 
 
    “Drainpipe going to the south waterfall. Two levels down. Empties out thirty feet up from the river,” explained DigDig. His head barely came up over the elbows of the two taller warriors. “Either climbed up to it from the river or down from the cliff.” 
 
    “Too clever by half one way or the other,” said Yargol. 
 
    “How long ago?” asked Scars. His urgency rose. “Did they come straight up from the pipe, or did they go downward first?” 
 
    DigDig shook his head. “Straight up this way.” 
 
    Another boom echoed down the passage, followed by a triumphant shout: “Suck it, wizard!” 
 
    “So everything in the lower levels might still be intact?” Scars pressed. 
 
    “Think so,” said DigDig. “Oooh, could get help from there! Maybe if we hurry?” 
 
    “That fight will be over in seconds,” said War Cloud. “I’m surprised it’s not finished already. They must be showing off.” 
 
    “But the wizard—” 
 
    “Isn’t powerful enough for this,” Yargol interrupted the goblin. “It’s over, DigDig.” 
 
    “And they’re on a clean sweep,” Scars thought out loud. “They’ll come back down through here when they’re done upstairs.” He looked to the others. “The pipe might leave us cornered. If we make it to the main gate, we can get out that way. If not, we go out through the bottom.” 
 
    “Dangerous,” said Yargol. 
 
    “Very dangerous!” DigDig objected, his eyes wide again. “Lower levels bad! Real bad! You three are too noisy, too clumsy!” 
 
    “It’s a last resort,” said Scars. “Do you have family here? Friends?” 
 
    DigDig spat on the floor. Scars expected as much. 
 
    “You have weapons,” said War Cloud. He looked the goblin over. “Can I use your dagger?” 
 
    “Borrow or keep?” DigDig replied suspiciously. 
 
    “I’ll give it back if we both live through this.” 
 
    Though he hardly looked assured, DigDig handed it over. 
 
    “Boom! Killshot!” echoed another voice. 
 
    “Down the stairs. We try for the main gate first. Move,” said Scars. 
 
    The steps spanned the full width of the tunnel, running a good forty feet and more below the library level. At the bottom, Scars found exactly what he expected: two orc sentries lying at either side of the stairwell in a bloody mess—and no weapons or shields to be claimed. 
 
    The passage opened up to a four-way intersection near the bottom. The tunnel to the right sat in darkness, testifying to the path taken by the adventurers. Glowstones remained in their sconces at the passage ahead and to the left. No one needed to discuss which way to go from here as the entire group turned left and hustled. No one tried any of the doors they passed along the way, either, knowing full well the mess of locks and traps to be found on this level. 
 
    “Scars,” said War Cloud, “what about the gate garrison?” 
 
    “If they’re smart, they’ll come with us,” said Scars. 
 
    “They’re not smart,” warned Yargol. 
 
    “I know. Hopefully we can at least find real weapons before we get there.” 
 
    “Get where?” asked a voice as they came to the next corner. “You look like hell.” 
 
    Scars halted, straightening up as he fought his own momentum. The others had much the same reaction; Yargol even bounced off of War Cloud. A figure every bit as tall and broad-shouldered as War Cloud emerged from the shadows at the corner. Catlike ears framed a face of short, dark fur. Like DigDig, most of the bugbear’s armor was made up of dark, hardened leather, but stealth and flexibility won out over protection on her ensemble. 
 
    “Shady Tooth,” Scars sighed with relief. 
 
    Her beady, black eyes narrowed. “Not alone,” the bugbear warned quietly. She looked over her shoulder, her pointed ears turning backward at sounds Scars had not yet caught. He knew it was the single last person Scars wanted to deal with before Shady Tooth whispered his name: “It’s Gutspike.” 
 
    “Aw shit,” grunted Scars. 
 
    “Who’s there?” asked a louder, gravelly voice. Another bugbear came forward, standing a head taller than any of them, with longer facial fur and longer scars cutting through it. A shield hung from his left arm; a spiked mace rode in his opposite hand. More bugbears filed in behind him. 
 
    Gutspike sneered at the first sight of the others. “Huh. Scars. And a couple other pariahs. Like you all formed a little club of rejects. Where are you shits going? None of you belong down here.” Then their appearance caught up with him. “What the hell happened to you?” 
 
    “Adventurers,” said Scars. “Upstairs. They tore through us like a hurricane and pushed right on up to the wizard. It’s already over.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Gutspike scoffed. “We just made a patrol. No sign of adventurers anywhere.” 
 
    “Except for maybe the burnt crater and all the bodies in the bloodfang grove,” muttered Shady Tooth. 
 
    Gutspike shot a murderous glare at her, raising his spiked mace under her chin. “Shut your mouth before I shut it for you. Nobody wants you on patrols or hunting parties. You’re only here because you begged for a job. I mean nobody came through the garrison.” 
 
    “Not the garrison,” DigDig spoke up. He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “The pipe. Down in—” 
 
    Gutspike’s foot came up in a snap kick, catching DigDig square in the gut and knocking him backward onto the floor. “Nobody asked you, runt.” 
 
    “Don’t touch him again,” said War Cloud. He stepped between the bugbear and the little goblin, putting him directly beside Scars. 
 
    “Oh?” Gutspike grinned, his eyes widening with interest. “Is it everyone’s day to forget their place? First she steps out of line, then the snot. Now you? Maybe someone needs a reminder. Nobody’s gonna miss a heretic.” 
 
    “There’s no time for this shit,” said Scars. “It’s adventurers. Humans and an elf and a dwarf. Magic spells, magic blades, magic everything. We’re all that’s left from the library. They won’t have any trouble with the wizard. They won’t have any trouble with the likes of you or us, either. We have to move.” 
 
    “Oh, and now the mutt is giving orders,” Gutspike observed. He shoved Shady Tooth aside, then jabbed at Scars with the edge of his shield. “Guess I need to remind everyone who the captain is around here. You volunteering to serve as the example, half-an-orc?” 
 
    “You’re not listening,” Scars pressed. “Olen Zuck is dead. There are no captains now. We don’t have jobs anymore, Gutspike. Any of us,” he added, glancing to the handful of other bugbears behind him. Of them all, only Shady Tooth reacted, her brow darkening. She moved farther back into the little crowd and the shadows behind it. 
 
    “The bastards had magic bags, Gutspike,” Scars continued, heedless of the bugbear’s size as the captain stared down at him. “They talked about a clean sweep.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. So?” 
 
    “Have you ever seen a crew of adventurers hit a dungeon? If we’re lucky, they’ll leave here as soon as they take everything they can carry. If we’re not, they’ll spend a couple days cleaning out everything they couldn’t stuff in their bags. All that dwarf-made furniture and elven art is worth a fortune in human markets, so I don’t think we’re gonna get lucky. We’re all walking loot bags to them. This job is over. We need to get out. Now.” 
 
    “A human bitch like you would know about human markets, wouldn’t you?” asked Gutspike. He shoved Scars again with his shield, then War Cloud. 
 
    Behind Gutspike, a hand wrapped around the mouth of one of his subordinates, jerking the bugbear’s head back before the tip of a blade poked out through his throat. The bugbear died with hardly a sound, quietly pulled to the floor by his killer. 
 
    Scars said nothing. He stepped back, nudging War Cloud to do the same, giving ground as Gutspike loomed forward. His grip tightened on his chair leg. “It really comes down to this?” 
 
    “The way I see it, either I’m right, and you lot are deserters… or you’re right, and I don’t have to give a fuck about the wizard’s rules.” Gutspike glanced to War Cloud, who stepped back with Scars. “What about you? What if I kick you instead of the runt?” He tried it. War Cloud stepped back and blocked low as the captain’s booted foot came up. 
 
    Another bugbear behind Gutspike met his end as a blackened, spike-knuckled knife stabbed upward from under his chin. He disappeared behind the shoulders of the others with hardly a sound. The rest never even noticed. 
 
    Two down, four to go, plus Gutspike, Scars thought. Still not exactly an equal match. Even on a good day, Gutspike would present a daunting threat to Scars in single combat—and this was not a good day. Scars had already been rolled once this afternoon. So had War Cloud and Yargol. The bugbear leader was better armored and better armed, experienced, and vicious. Every one of his loyalists was still bigger than Scars. 
 
    “I’ve had about enough of all you lessers, anyway,” Gutspike went on. “Fucking weaklings all running to hide under the wizard’s caves so the king’s army doesn’t hunt you down like all the rest. Orcs. Goblins. You all broke as soon as King Dostin burned out Southwind Gorge. Pathetic.” 
 
    “You’re here, too,” noted War Cloud. 
 
    “I’ve got a full sack of coin for my work. What have you got? A cold meal and a blanket in a corner? A handful of coppers so you can pretend you’re getting paid?” 
 
    “Teeth,” said DigDig from behind his bigger allies. 
 
    “Huh?” Gutspike blinked. 
 
    “Teeth,” the goblin repeated. “Wizard said he’d fix my teeth.” 
 
    Gutspike laughed. So did his goons—except for the one who felt a pair of knives plunge into either side of his neck behind the rest. “I can fix your little teeth,” Gutspike taunted. “I’ll pull them one by one.” 
 
    “You know, ten minutes ago I thought today was nothing but bad news,” said Scars. “But I guess it’s worth it if it means I don’t have to listen to your bullshit and bluster anymore.” 
 
    The captain’s grin only broadened. “No, you won’t,” he said. He brought his spiked mace back for a swing while shoving forward with his shield one more time. 
 
    Scars and War Cloud stepped back with Gutspike’s push, spreading apart to get room to move. Gutspike came in fast, lunging at War Cloud as much to drive him farther away as to hurt him. All but disregarded by their larger enemy, DigDig hooked in around the gnoll. He swung his shovel low and caught Gutspike behind one knee. The sudden hit to Gutspike’s stride and balance cut his advance short. 
 
    Behind the captain, twin spike-knuckled knives rose up in dark hands before plunging into the spines of his allies. To the front, the parting of Scars and War Cloud reminded Gutspike of another enemy. Yargol flung a fiery icicle into the bugbear’s chest. The ice burst on contact, leaving his chest scorched and halting the bugbear’s momentum. 
 
    Gutspike’s shield still blocked every useful angle of attack Scars could make. Scars grabbed the top of the shield with his free hand. He took advantage of the bugbear’s resistance, pulling himself up instead of taking the shield down. His ploy bought him a clear shot to thrust his chair leg against Gutspike’s eye. 
 
    War Cloud dodged the spiked mace swinging his way, bringing himself in line with Gutspike’s wrist. The bugbear’s weapon missed, but his forearm caught War Cloud’s borrowed dagger with enough force to impale himself on the blade. Gutspike wrenched back from both of his opponents, slamming Scars against the wall to his side and tearing the dagger from War Cloud’s hand all at once. 
 
    “Push forward!” Gutspike shouted without looking back to his comrades. “Get in there!” 
 
    Support appeared to his left, yet the wild overhand swing of the bugbear’s axe only left him open for Scars to sidestep the blow and slam his chair leg against his jaw. Scars pressed his advantage, beating his new foe senseless with savage blows to the head. To Gutspike’s right, his last ally faltered under the pain of a shovel swung hard into his crotch from below. War Cloud followed up with a vicious sidelong strike to the head from his own salvaged chair leg. 
 
    Even with such woes, his two compatriots gave Gutspike a chance to recover his footing. The dagger buried in his thick wrist wasn’t enough to disable him. He whirled on War Cloud with his spiked mace, bringing it down at the gnoll’s head but catching only his armored shoulder as War Cloud turned to evade the blow. DigDig’s shovel came up at Gutspike, only to be swatted aside in the captain’s backswing. 
 
    Scars had his other foe on the floor now. He snatched up the bugbear goon’s axe to provide a real threat to the captain. Though battered and fatigued, Scars lunged in with more spirit than Gutspike could match. The axe landed against the captain’s shield with enough force to drive him back. A second blow put a crack in the upper half of the shield. One of the remaining bugbears rose up again to Gutspike’s aid, only to catch the blade of the axe with his chest. 
 
    Another flaming icicle sailed past to keep up the pressure. Gutspike stepped back again, looking for an opening and wanting to regain his balance. He looked left and right for the rest of his back-up. “Get in here! Get in here and fight!” 
 
    Then a blade plunged into his side at the narrow gap between his breastplate and backplate. Fur and muscle ducked under his arm to come in at his front, sweeping in close and fast to jam a knife behind his collarbone. 
 
    Shady Tooth leaned in close enough for him to feel the breath of her words: “I quit.” 
 
    The towering bugbear captain collapsed against the wall. Shady Tooth kept her blades in him as he sank to the floor, staring at his eyes until he expired. She tore her weapons free only to step back and kick him in the face. The captain slumped over in a lifeless heap. 
 
    “I never begged for anything,” she seethed. 
 
    “I believe you,” said Scars. Shady Tooth turned to glare at him, then DigDig. The goblin only nodded in wide-eyed agreement. 
 
    “This really had to happen today? Right when I’m getting back from patrol?” she continued. “They couldn’t get here and wreck everything earlier in the week? I’m supposed to have tomorrow off.” 
 
    “Whoa. You get days off?” asked DigDig. 
 
    “All the bugbears do.” Shady Tooth shrugged. “Who’s gonna tell us no?” 
 
    “War Cloud, how badly are you hurt?” asked Yargol, moving forward to check him. 
 
    The gnoll sat on the floor, rolling his shoulder. “It isn’t pleasant. My armor took the worst of it. That’s what it’s for, I guess.” He tugged at the dented plate on his shoulder. “It won’t hold up like that again, though.” 
 
    “We need to avoid further fighting if we can,” said Scars. 
 
    “The garrison at the gate is still full,” said Shady Tooth. “Full and commanded by this pigshit’s brother.” She kicked the dead captain again. Her eyes turned back to Scars. “They’ll never let us through. Maybe me, but not you given the shape you’re in. Even those idiots will know something is up. We can’t get out that way.” 
 
    Scars nodded. It was all he needed to know about her intentions. He didn’t need to ask her about family. 
 
    “We could hide until the adventurers clear the garrison out,” suggested War Cloud. 
 
    “You said there’s an elf among them,” Shady Tooth countered. “I might evade them alone. Maybe the goblin, too. The rest of you are hurt. Tired. You’ll breathe loudly enough for any elf to find you.” 
 
    “They must be finished with Zuck by now,” said Yargol. “At the rate they looted, they won’t be long in moving on. And there’s nowhere farther up for them to go.” 
 
    “We can’t stay, we can’t hide, and we’ll never win that fight,” agreed Scars. “We’ve got only one option left.” 
 
    “Not an option,” DigDig argued. He shook his head vigorously. “Not an option.” 
 
    “How deep have you gone, DigDig?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “Deep enough to know better!” 
 
    “At least we’re better armed now,” said Scars. He stooped over another of the fallen to claim his sword, dagger, and waterskin, along with his belt. Another corpse provided a shield. War Cloud found a greatsword amid the debris. Even Yargol claimed a spear and dagger for himself. Though the bugbears were short on real supplies, they provided a little water and some odds and ends—including a few small coinpurses. 
 
    “This is bad,” said DigDig, folding his arms across his chest. “This is so bad.” 
 
    “None of us are thrilled, either.” Scars noted the slight bulge over the hip of one corpse. He cut through the bugbear’s tunic to find a hidden coinpurse. His own hidden pocket idea wasn’t so unique after all. Scars weighed it in his hand, figuring it had to be something better than copper for the bugbear to bother hiding it. He tossed the purse to DigDig. “Here.” 
 
    The goblin blinked. “What’s this?” 
 
    “Payment. You’re the guide, right?” 
 
    DigDig looked down at the purse in his hands. His eyes slowly turned back up to the others. His eyes settled on War Cloud. “You told Gutspike not to touch me again. Why?” 
 
    “You’re part of my crew,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “So only the crew can pick on me?” 
 
    “No. You’re part of my crew, so nobody picks on you.” War Cloud glanced to Shady Tooth, then to Yargol. “Any of you.” 
 
    The little goblin looked overwhelmed—and then determined. “Need light. And rope.” 
 
    “I’ve got some rope,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Plenty of glowstones on the way back,” said Yargol. 
 
    “Then hurry,” DigDig urged. He started walking. “I will scout. Hurry.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    “Scars, you can’t keep up like this. Neither can the heretic or the mutt.” 
 
    “We have names,” said War Cloud. 
 
    They spilled out of a narrow stairway tunnel, turning right to follow the trail of glowstones left by their guide. Scars scooped up the rock and kept going. Shady Tooth glanced over her shoulder to the others. “Habit,” she said. Her eyes flicked past him to the hooded figure beside him. “But I forget yours. Haven’t seen you much.” 
 
    “Yargol,” came the reply. “I’m used to it.” 
 
    “Then let’s all get un-used to it,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “Part of your crew, eh?” huffed the bugbear. 
 
    “You all are, now.” 
 
    “That’s not something I’d have aspired to before today, but I suppose it’s an improvement. Scars, you’re dead on your feet. The mu—Yargol is wheezing. You’re all hurt. You need rest.” 
 
    “We need to keep up with DigDig,” said Scars. 
 
    “We can’t even see DigDig,” she countered. “He could be thirty feet ahead or thirty miles for all we know.” The crew had picked up plenty of glowstones on the upper level, but they were all tucked into DigDig’s pack or Shady Tooth’s belt pouch. Nobody wanted to mark themselves in the passages with moving sources of light. “That was a nice bit about not picking on each other back there, but he can move better on his own and he knows it. A smart goblin could disappear on us in a place like this.” 
 
    Scars shook his head. “He could’ve disappeared at the start of that fight. He didn’t. DigDig chose his side before we offered him anything more than survival.” 
 
    “Fine. Then let’s survive. He’s alright and so am I, but the rest of you aren’t.” 
 
    “I’m not bleeding anymore,” Scars grunted. “What more do you want?” 
 
    “Magical strength,” spoke up Yargol. “The drain of my power is not so different from physical exertion. I may regain at least some energy with a little rest. We have dangers ahead.” 
 
    The warrior in the lead let out a grumbling sigh. He knew Shady Tooth had a point. Yargol, too. This level of the stronghold offered longer halls and fewer chambers blocked by doors or gates, presenting a different sort of challenge. “We need someplace out of sight,” he said. 
 
    “A goblin wouldn’t have it any other way.” Shady Tooth whistled, loudly but low. She shrugged as Scars looked back to her. “We had to signal him somehow.” 
 
    “Will he know what that means?” asked Scars. Then as if by way of reply, the light from a glowstone flashed up ahead. It disappeared again just as quickly. 
 
    “We share blood, but we are different breeds,” said the bugbear. “All goblin folk speak the goblin tongue. It doesn’t include special whistles. Sometimes you have to trust a scout to be a scout.” 
 
    Seconds later, the light reappeared at the end of the hall, waved by a goblin leaning out from an alcove. DigDig withdrew as soon as he saw a wave of acknowledgment, his light disappearing with him. 
 
    “I don’t know this level,” said War Cloud. “That stairway was more than half hidden. The main stairs skip this place entirely. Where are we?” 
 
    “The ancient dwarves used this for food storage,” Yargol explained breathlessly. “Livestock. Farms with… magic lights to… mimic the sun. Gone with the… the First… Darkness.” 
 
    “We’re almost there,” said Scars. “Then you can rest.” 
 
    “I’m still moving,” Yargol assured him. 
 
    “Why don’t we use it for storage now?” Shady Tooth wondered. “It’s almost empty.” 
 
    “Zuck… talked, but… plans… never became action.” 
 
    “Large stores would’ve become one more thing to guard, too,” said Scars. “It’s not like this place ever saw good discipline or good pay. Most of us spent our time guarding against the other guards. This would’ve been one more place to rob.” 
 
    DigDig popped out of the alcove along the wall again. Close enough to examine it now, the others saw a small arch only tall and broad enough for a dwarf to walk through. The sounds of running water drifted from the shadows within. “What? Why stop?” asked their guide. 
 
    “We need to rest,” said Scars. 
 
    The goblin scowled, but nodded after looking over the group. “In here.” He withdrew into the alcove, producing a glowstone again to chase away the shadows. 
 
    Scars twisted and stooped to get inside. Luckily the interior was taller past the entrance. He found a basin on one side and a sitting bowl on the other, both with water running from a hole above through another hole in the bottom. Dwarven privies could be found throughout the stronghold, though many no longer had running water. To Scars’s frustration, all too many of his fellow guards never bothered to make use of them. 
 
     Despite the taller ceiling within, the space was hardly big enough for more than one person. DigDig was practically flattened against the wall opposite the entrance. 
 
    “Water covers sound,” said DigDig. He pointed to the corner behind Scars. “Last one in gets the door.” He turned and disappeared through a crack in the wall behind him. It was even smaller than the alcove entrance outside, but his bigger companions could still squeeze through. 
 
    “Door?” Scars blinked, turning around. He’d completely missed the makeshift door attached to the corner of the entrance, hooked into the original hinges. He saw the two catches for locks on the other side. After passing along the instructions, Scars followed into the next chamber. 
 
    He found more space and a little more furnishing, but less workmanship. Rotting timbers and dirt marked out a handful of pens. Yargol had been right. The original residents kept animals here. Virtually everything else was gone. Scars saw no tools or feedbag. Instead, he saw a simple cot, a pile of worn-out blankets, and a burlap sack leaning against the corner by the cot. 
 
    “DigDig, is this place yours?” asked Scars. “Do you live here?” 
 
    “Sleep here when I can,” the goblin answered. Shady Tooth was already through the broken entrance. Yargol followed with ease given his size. DigDig jerked his thumb over his shoulder toward the other end of the darkened room. “Real door is on the other side. Caved in a long time ago. Before the wizard. Bigger spaces are too open. Less safe. This one, the privy covers up the way in. Hides smells, sounds.” He shrugged. “Running water is good, too. It’s clean. Was going to pass and forget this, but then you whistled. Decided, why not?” 
 
    War Cloud slumped against a wall, chuckling until Scars looked back to him. “Lowest scrub in the garrison, and he’s also the only one who’s got his own room. Complete with personal privy.” 
 
    “I thought you were the lowest scrub,” said Shady Tooth. She looked to Scars, then Yargol. “Or maybe one of you two.” 
 
    “These two can at least read. We did much of our work in the library while others stood guard or patrolled in the snow and rain,” Yargol chuckled. “Zuck wanted to see some kind of hierarchy to keep order. He never looked past his assumption about orcs or the goblin folk, thinking it would all be about strength. He thought us savages. He never looked at the details.” 
 
    Shady Tooth let out a hiss. “I can read. They never told me I could work in the library. Little shits would’ve been glad to have me there instead of showing them up on the hunting parties, too.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s why they didn’t tell you,” said War Cloud. “Too useful to your own kind to leave behind. The rest of us all low enough to be without any difference.” 
 
    “We were,” Scars corrected. Shuffling noises drew his attention to their host, who quickly stuffed belongings into another sack. None of it looked to be of real worth. Scars sank against a wall, the last of the crew to sit down. “DigDig, I didn’t know you had this.” 
 
    “No one knew. That’s why I have it,” said the goblin. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Scars. 
 
    DigDig stopped. He looked back. “No one ever said that to me.” 
 
    That didn’t surprise Scars. He nodded. “It’s a lot to lose. More than the rest of us.” 
 
    “Came here with my big sister from Bak’Nor. Cousins, too. Four years ago, when the exiles started. Figured I was old enough to get a job. She died a couple weeks in. Ghouls down below. Cousins died in a payroll brawl a bit after that. Couldn’t go back to Bak’Nor. Not how it works for goblins.” DigDig stared down at his meager belongings. “Already lost all I had once.” 
 
    “That why you’re always on your own?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    He nodded. “Hard being a lone goblin. Harder when you’re smallest.” He looked up again. “We’re a crew?” 
 
    “Damn right,” said Scars. “We are now.” 
 
    Again, Scars saw that little glimmer of resolve in the goblin’s eyes. “Stupid adventurers will find this place anyway. Rather have a crew than a room. Never had a crew before.” DigDig returned to his work. 
 
    “And what about when we get out of here?” asked Shady Tooth. “Do we stay together?” 
 
    “Far as I’m concerned,” Scars answered. 
 
    “All of us?” Shady Tooth looked to the others. 
 
    War Cloud favored her with a bitter grin that showed off most of his pointy teeth. “It’s not like I can retreat to some temple.” 
 
    “You don’t have people to go to?” she asked. 
 
    “My people threw me out a long time ago,” said War Cloud. “Heresy, remember?” 
 
    From him, she slowly looked to Yargol. His hood still kept most of his face shrouded, but she could see light reflected in his dramatically mismatched eyes. Neither their color nor their shape were the same. “Go ahead and ask,” he sighed. 
 
    “Do you have anyone? I don’t even know what you are. Nobody does.” 
 
    “I’m an experiment. Magical talent is rare and manifests in different practices. Sometimes it resides in the blood. Other times it’s a matter of spirit. Shamans, sorcerers, wizards, others. Olen Zuck thought he might meld traditions by piecing together the bodies of those with magical talent.” 
 
    “Did the experiment work the way he intended?” she asked, her brow furrowing. 
 
    Yargol held out his entirely dissimilar hands. “Perhaps not to his expectations. I fit together, at least, even if my original parts were not of a shared size. But I wield magic. I am not exactly any of the traditions commonly known, and yet I am something of each. 
 
    “Zuck was not one for easy praise or even appreciation. I doubt I met his expectations, yet he kept me around. Even the weakest magical talent is worth saving. Even trash like me.” 
 
    An old orange peel flew out at Yargol, bouncing off his robe onto the floor. Yargol and the others looked up to see DigDig pointing at him. “No picking on the crew. You’re in the crew.” 
 
    “I was talking about myself,” Yargol explained. 
 
    DigDig frowned, first with a question, then with his own answer. “Not trash.” He returned to his work, ignoring the surprised looks exchanged by the others. 
 
    “So none of us has anywhere to go,” said Shady Tooth. “We are hunted in Theralda. King Dostin’s decree banished all orcs and goblin folk south of the mountains. The northern borderlands aren’t any better from what I’ve seen. Velic to the west and Nivoen to the north haven’t been taking our kind in since the banishment. They don’t want us. And to the northeast are the fucking elves.” 
 
    “We don’t know where we’re going,” said Scars. “We haven’t thought about anything more than the fight in front of us yet. We haven’t had time.” 
 
    “We have it now,” said Shady Tooth. “A moment, anyway. Let’s not make it complicated. But if we get out, what direction do we run? Do we need gear for the mountains? Lowlands?” 
 
    “The mountains are hard living,” Scars considered. “We might escape pursuit, but it does us no good if we starve. And it’s colder anywhere higher than here.” 
 
    “The southern lowlands will have patrols and hunters,” said Yargol. 
 
    “So do the borderlands in the north,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “The lowlands also have food to plunder,” countered War Cloud. 
 
    “A single farmer who sees us may bring down the army,” Yargol warned. 
 
    “I’ll take my chances on a full belly,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “Agreed,” said Shady Tooth. “I’ve seen the patrols. If we lie low and stay off the roads, we should be able to avoid them.” 
 
    Yargol shrugged. “I only point out the problem. I don’t have a better answer, either.” 
 
    Once they had their say, each of the companions looked to Scars. He in turn looked to the last to speak. “DigDig?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “You have a say.” 
 
    “Go where the crew goes.” 
 
    “It’s okay to speak,” said War Cloud. 
 
    DigDig opened his mouth, then closed it. He nodded. “Nothing to say. Not this time. Speak if something to say. Fine with high or low. Low at least something new.” He paused. “Long as we can find place to hide.” 
 
    “Then it’s the borderlands,” said Scars. “We’ll have better chances against bounty hunters than army patrols, let alone that adventuring band.” 
 
    “How far down do we have to go to get out of here?” Yargol asked, turning to DigDig. “You say you know a way, right?” 
 
    “Couple ways,” said DigDig. His expression turned grim. “Gotta go low. Deep.” 
 
    “How deep?” Shady Tooth asked. 
 
    “Bottom of the city. Gotta use the dwarf roads.” 
 
    “The Tor Rathad?” Yargol asked. “There’s no other way out?” 
 
    “Other ways cut us back through other levels,” said DigDig. “Could run into adventurers again. Or other guards. Or worse.” 
 
    “Worse than the undead roaming the lower halls?” War Cloud countered. “Every corpse from the First Darkness is waiting down there. Along with every fool who tried to take back the halls and all the traps they left behind.” 
 
    “Been through there before. Dead are mostly dead. Just gotta be careful. And quiet.” DigDig shook his head. “Nothing but death down there. No life at all. No bugs. Not even mushrooms. Not ‘til you get out of the hold to the Tor Rathad.” 
 
    “Fuck me,” Shady Tooth sighed. “What kind of undead are we talking about? Zombies? Ghouls?” 
 
    “Mostly. Some worse.” 
 
    “You’ve faced worse than zombies and ghouls?” she pressed. 
 
    “No! That’s silly. Run and hid from worse. Not stupid.” 
 
    “Then it’s more trouble for the adventurers, too,” said Scars. “If he says it’s our only way out of here, I believe him. We go low unless another way out presents itself.” 
 
    “You the leader now?” asked DigDig. He looked to the others, gesturing to each. “Everyone wait for you to have last say.” 
 
    “We don’t work for the wizard anymore. We don’t need a hierarchy,” Scars answered. 
 
    “No, but in a fight it’s good to know who makes the calls,” said War Cloud. “You have a sense for it.” 
 
    “So do you.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s about more than fighting,” War Cloud pointed out. 
 
    Scars looked to Shady Tooth. She grinned. “I do my best work on my own. That doesn’t lend to leading others. But it’s nice to be asked for once.” 
 
    “I have no talent for leadership, either,” said Yargol. 
 
    “What makes you think anyone has ever followed me?” asked Scars. “I’m hardly even twenty years old.” 
 
    “We’re all young, too,” the magician replied. “And we’ve followed you already. All this way down here, with a guide you recruited. And you are one of the least stupid.” 
 
    Scars grinned. He wasn’t alone. 
 
    “Guess it shouldn’t be more complicated than that. Fine. That’s our path. DigDig, is there anything else on this floor worth taking out?” 
 
    “No, nothing,” said DigDig. The question left him pondering his sack of belongings. He grabbed the bottom and overturned it onto his cot, releasing rusted plates and cups, bones, rags, and other trash. He plucked a single old cup from the pile to shove in his belt pouch, then wrapped up the sack. “Stuff is junk. Only worth something to me because it’s mine. But it’s junk. Nothing worth taking. Nothing in other rooms, either. Empty.” 
 
    “This level was cleared out in one of the reclamation efforts after the First Darkness,” Yargol explained. “We knew that much from the archives. The main stairways collapsed. Repairs were on Zuck’s list of future tasks once he had need of the space. Zuck knew the level existed, but not about DigDig’s passage. I’m not sure anyone did.” 
 
    “Good explorer,” said DigDig, putting his thumb against his chest. 
 
    “So it seems. DigDig, why did you never tell anyone?” 
 
    Frowning, the goblin gestured to the pile of junk on the cot. “Never had anything after cousins died. Always got pushed out when it was time to loot. Didn’t always get pay. Figured the same would happen with this.” He put his arms out wide. “Least I had lots of nothing all to myself.” 
 
    “Then let’s do better,” said Scars. “We split everything equally. Agreed?” 
 
    “Assuming we find anything to loot,” Yargol chuckled. 
 
    “If we find nothing, it won’t matter. I agree,” said War Cloud. DigDig nodded with obvious enthusiasm. Yargol agreed with a bow of his head. 
 
    “It’s not what I’m used to, but I suppose it may be better,” said Shady Tooth. “We’ve agreed to stick together and we’ve pissed all over the Ways of Strength. What else is there?” 
 
    “The Ways of Strength left you getting the short end of the stick from your people,” said War Cloud. “I didn’t get the sense you liked it much, given the way you said goodbye.” 
 
    “I joke. If I wanted to argue, I would argue,” said Shady Tooth. “Do as we’ve all agreed here and I’ll never need to turn on any of you.” 
 
    Silence followed, less out of tension than weariness. War Cloud tilted his head to the wall at his back; Yargol did much the same, though his hood still obscured almost all of his face. Scars couldn’t see his eyes, though, figuring them closed. His own eyelids drooped. They were behind a door in a dark, largely undiscovered level of the stronghold. Sounds of water covered them. DigDig slept here safely for who knew how long. If none of the other inhabitants knew of this place, would the adventurers find it? 
 
    “How long did the Peace of Clear Skies last?” War Cloud wondered out loud. “Three gen—sorry, human generations?” he corrected himself. “You put aside your differences and feuds, you save the land from dragons and their armies, and you get three generations of welcome in human lands. Three monarchs let everyone live in peace. Then Theralda has a new king and within a year and everyone is monsters and savages and unfit for these lands. Open season on all of us. Practically overnight.” 
 
    “Us? They never accepted your kind,” noted Shady Tooth. 
 
    “True. My kind didn’t exactly help against the dragons,” said War Cloud. “It affects us all in the end, though.” 
 
    “I’ll point out we have been working for a fugitive wizard for the last few years,” said Yargol. “It’s possible those adventurers would have turned up anyway.” 
 
    “How many of us would have been here if we’d had somewhere else to go?” War Cloud asked. 
 
    No one answered. 
 
    “Yargol,” Scars murmured. “You said you can only wield some of your magic now. What of that trick for telling time?” 
 
    “Simple enough,” said the magician. 
 
    Scars nodded wearily. “Alright. Twenty minutes. No more.” His head tilted back against the wall. He nearly fell asleep before his eyes closed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    He arrived shortly past dawn, amid frozen dew on the grass and a breeze wafting through the fir trees. The lowlands would be warmer already, but up here in the mountains the air took longer to warm up in the morning. He wore an old cloak over his leather jacket, but he’d kept warm mostly by hiking through the night. 
 
    Other recruits trickled up through the mountain trails. The smarter ones stayed off the path. He clued in on that after finding the first couple of bodies, first a goblin, then an orc. Both lay dead after obvious signs of looting. He’d been warned to expect no safe passage. Every aspiring recruit was just another potential mark until they signed up. 
 
    It was still safer than the lowlands these days. Better this than the bounty hunters and the king’s patrols. Home wasn’t even a pile of ashes anymore; by now, some other family would’ve claimed the land to build something new. A human family. 
 
    The gate was where he’d expected to find it, embedded into a steep rise in the mountain rock at the base of a flat clearing. The collection of recruits milling around at the gate was no surprise, nor the odd assortments among them: a handful of goblin folk, a couple of orcs, even a reptilian man he couldn’t identify. An ogre sat cross-legged off to one side. What Scars did not expect at the front garrison was a podium and desk, manned respectively by a hobgoblin woman in chain mail and an obscured figure in brown, hooded robes taking notes. 
 
    “You there. Scars,” the hobgoblin beckoned. “Your turn. Come here.” The apparent master of recruiting looked him up and down with disinterest at the podium, her eyes soon wandering to watch the rest of the crowd. “Name?” 
 
    “Scars,” he said. 
 
    “It was that or ‘hey you,’ wiseass,” she grumbled. “You don’t even have that many scars.” 
 
    The young half-orc tapped his chest. “They’re deeper on the inside.” 
 
    A snort of laughter came from under the scribe’s hood. He wrote the name into his book on a blank line under other names. His right hand didn’t match his left; one looked like a hobgoblin’s, the other a bugbear’s, but sized to a goblin. 
 
    “What’s your clan?” asked the recruiter. 
 
    “No clan.” 
 
    “Guess that’s your surname from now on, then. Scars of No-Clan. You got that, Yargol?” she asked, leaning in on the scribe. 
 
    “Yes, sergeant,” came the reply. The hooded head never looked up. 
 
    “You look like an orc, but not. Kinda smooth, less bulk. Half-orc?” the sergeant guessed. She didn’t hide her disdain. “What’s your weapon?” 
 
    “Sword and shield, but I’m versatile,” said Scars. “I can shoot, too.” 
 
    “Shooting only matters if you provide your own weapon. Got any other skills? A craft or trade?” 
 
    He hesitated. Saying anything like “innkeeper” or “barkeep” would only leave him sweeping floors. He might end up doing that, anyway, but he knew the importance of showing strength here. Hiding his roots seemed wrong, too, even if they were buried under the ashes of home. A middle path seemed appropriate: “Bouncer.” 
 
    “That’s a trade?” the hobgoblin asked. 
 
    “It is if you have a tavern.” 
 
    “We don’t.” 
 
    “I’ve done some farm work. I can ride. I’m literate. Numbers, too.” 
 
    “Another one, huh?” grunted the hobgoblin. 
 
    The hooded head turned. “I could use another hand in the library.” 
 
    “You’ll use who you’re given, wretch,” said the hobgoblin. “You don’t make the decisions.” Her eyes returned to Scars. “You have no clan and no name I recognize. I’m guessing by the look and sound of you the orcs here aren’t your kin. If they don’t claim you, then you’ve got no one to speak for you. Cross anyone and you’re on your own. Step out of line, disobey orders, get caught stealing, or fall asleep on watch, you’ll be dealt with by the first chief, boss, under-boss or sergeant who finds you. Understand?” 
 
    “And if someone starts something with me?” Scars asked. 
 
    “Then I guess you’d better be able to handle it yourself and hope they don’t have anyone to speak for them, either. And that you don’t piss off any of your betters along the way.” 
 
    Shouts and rough laughter drew everyone’s attention. A handful of goblins and hobgoblins emerged from the gate, with two of them dragging a badly beaten and whimpering orc. “I didn’t do it,” the orc pleaded, blood running from his nose, his mouth, and even one swollen eye. “I was on watch!” 
 
    “We heard you the first time,” said one of the hobgoblins. “It’s your word against Sergeant Koril’s. Who are we gonna believe? The goblin king’s guard or a filthy orc thief?” 
 
    “It was only a bottle of wine! Sergeant Koril told me to go get it!” the orc protested. “I never even took a sip!” 
 
    “Accusing your betters without proof is another punishable crime. Only problem is we can’t do this twice.” The pack of hobgoblins dragged the orc to the ledge overlooking a steep fall down the mountainside. 
 
    Terror renewed the orc’s strength. He wrenched one burly arm free from a hobgoblin captor, twisting and punching the other to break free. More goblins and hobgoblins crowded in, but their prisoner battered the smaller ones aside and rushed for the trail. Recruits hooted and hollered at the entertainment without getting in the way. 
 
    He almost made it to the first bend in the trail. A ray of sparkling blue light shot through the air, flying right past Scars at the recruiting desk. It curved on the way to its target, striking the orc just as he reached cover. With a burst of light and dust, the orc disappeared, leaving behind a frightened and bewildered chicken. 
 
    “Really don’t see why I need to get involved in this,” grumbled a nasally voice. Scars turned toward the cave as the speaker emerged. Though his blue robes didn’t sparkle, the shade matched the magical ray perfectly. Long brown hair jutted out in a stiff goatee from his balding, pink-toned, entirely human face. “This looks like an internal dispute to me.” 
 
    “It’s important to show strength, sir,” counseled the hobgoblin beside him. “Your troops need to know who they work for. They need to know they can’t cross you.” 
 
    “Isn’t being on the payroll enough for that?” The wizard walked only a few steps past the podium before he stopped. “Last I checked, you goblins had a king of your own. Mierrek should be out here handling this, not me. I’ve got shit to do. That’s why I outsourced my personnel needs.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said his companion. He waved to the others. “Someone grab that chicken! Now!” 
 
    Scars leaned back to his recruiters at the podium and desk. “Is that…?” 
 
    “The great Innovator himself, Olen Zuck,” said the scribe. “Our employer.” 
 
    “And lord of this hold,” added the recruiter. “So watch your tongue. In fact, don’t use it here at all.” 
 
    The wizard didn’t notice the conversation behind him. He watched as several guards and recruits fell over one another trying to catch the panicked chicken. “Although the last thing Mierrek probably wants for his people is the sight of him running. This is tough enough for the young and spry types, huh?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the hobgoblin conceded. He flicked a glance over his shoulder at the podium, where Scars and his recruiters looked on. “Appearances matter.” 
 
    “Fine,” the wizard sighed. He raised one hand in a strange gesture, flicking his wrist twice before snatching at the empty air in front of him. Down the trail, the chicken jerked backward as if caught by an invisible hand. Then it flew through the air under no power of its own until its neck came into Zuck’s grasp. 
 
    “Everybody see this?” he asked, holding the chicken up for his audience. “Everybody get the message here? This guy stole something. I wasn’t paying attention, so I don’t know what it was, but that’s not important. What’s important is he stole, and he got caught, and then I got involved. You see what happens when you get the wizard involved?” 
 
    “Fire might be good, sir,” whispered the hobgoblin at his side. 
 
    “Oh shut up with the fire already,” said Zuck. He strode to the edge of the cliff, watched by every pair of eyes. Without so much as a backward glance, Zuck punted the chicken off the side of the mountain. It disappeared into the air with a burst of feathers and a final squawk. 
 
    “Everyone get it?” Zuck asked. “Good. Do your work. Mind your manners. All that stuff. And don’t get in my way.” He crossed the podium again on his way back to the entrance. “Hey, Yargol, make sure to cross that guy off the roster,” he said absently. “Don’t want his pay going to anyone else by ‘accident.’” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said the hooded scribe. 
 
    The hobgoblin who’d been at Zuck’s side lingered. His gaze swept the crowd. “I am Sergeant Venko,” he said. “I work directly for King Mierrek as his bodyguard. Heed the words of the goblin king, pups: Do your work. Mind yourselves. Get your pay and your meals and stay out of trouble. Fuck up, and we’ll have all sorts of ways to correct you.” Then he nodded to the hobgoblin at the podium. “Sergeant Koril.” 
 
    “Sergeant Venko,” replied the recruiter. Her attention returned to Scars, though she reached under the podium to retrieve something. Koril’s eyes never left Scars as she put the wine bottle to her lips. “Stay in line and mind your betters, half-orc.” Some thought occurred to her then. She slid away from the podium to catch up to the other hobgoblins returning to the gate. “Wait here.” 
 
    Scars looked to the cliff. He thought about the lowland patrols and the last few humans he tried talking with. He thought about the borders and the lands on the other sides. The elves were said to shoot down any orc or goblin to come near their forest. He’d heard the other human realms were somewhat more accepting, but those who claimed such had never been there and seemed to have their own agenda when speaking of better places for orcs and goblin folk to be. And the borders were patrolled on all sides. 
 
    He wondered if he’d get even as much of a hearing from a human border patrol as the orc who’d gone over the cliff. 
 
    “If you have questions, now is the time to ask,” said the hooded scribe. 
 
    “Was that guy a scapegoat for the wine, or was he in for a fall before it ever went missing?” 
 
    “He stood up for himself,” said Yargol. “They don’t like that around here. Strange, for a place that prizes strength and courage, but I suppose it’s a matter of how and when you show it. The king and his circle don’t want that strength or courage turned upon them. It rolls downhill from there.” The hooded head tilted slightly toward the cliff. “Not to make light of his end. Unfortunate phrasing.” 
 
    “Does anyone think this is a good way to run an army? Or much of anything?” 
 
    “Those in power think it’s good for them. Those below are too concerned with keeping their jobs and their heads to do anything about it. I understand the lowlands are not so different.” 
 
    Scars let out a rumbling sigh to concede the point. Galling or not, none of this was a surprise. “What of the wizard? Is he the same?” 
 
    “Zuck knows, of course. Either he approves or he is reluctant to intervene. The result is the same. I would tell you to ask him, but that may be a transgression, too.” Yargol’s head tilted up. Scars almost saw under the hood. “You don’t know anyone here? How did you know of this place?” 
 
    “Rumors and inferences. I had a run-in with some goblin folk outside a village. And I can read a map.” 
 
    “Inferences,” Yargol chuckled. He scrawled a note in his book in line with Scars’s name. “I think you’ll be better off in the library. The king and his henchmen don’t go in there often. It’ll keep you out of sight.” 
 
    “I thought Koril there made the decisions?” 
 
    “So does she, but fortunately she never showed much interest in learning to read.” Yargol paused. “You don’t have a problem with gnolls, do you?” 
 
    “Only if they try to kill me or eat me.” 
 
    “Excellent. Then we’ll likely avoid killing one another. Around here, that’s practically friendship.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Scars,” said Yargol. The sound of his name brought him straight out of his dreams. The cliff was gone. That day had been three years ago, after a whole year on the run. After the riot. After the fire. 
 
    Now he was on the run again…this time from adventurers. A moment’s rest helped him see it even more clearly. “They’ll find their way down here,” he said. “Of course they’ll find a way down. We can’t stay. This is a race to the exit.” 
 
    “Damn it. You’re not wrong,” Yargol sighed. 
 
    “How do you know?” asked DigDig. 
 
    “I know adventurers,” said Scars. “All too well. We need something more to keep them off our backs. Something to slow them down.” 
 
    “You have an idea?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Yeah.” He flicked his gaze to War Cloud. “We didn’t do all of our work in the library.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh for fuck’s sake. We have to deal with him?” 
 
    “Who?” asked Yargol. He understood as soon as Shady Tooth rolled her eyes. “How do you know he’ll be on watch?” 
 
    “Can’t you smell him? His stench reaches all the way out here,” Shady Tooth grumbled. 
 
    “It looks like nobody’s come down to warn anyone about the adventurers,” said Scars. 
 
    “If you had to deal with this asshole, would you?” 
 
    Scars couldn’t argue with that. Coming down here with a warning hadn’t exactly been his first thought, either. 
 
    A handful of broad steps rose to tall double doors of iron-bound wood at the end of the hall. Two goblins in dirty chain shirts and helmets stood guard at the base of the steps, leaning casually on spears as they watched the little crew approach. Their demeanor changed instantly as they caught sight of DigDig among them. 
 
    “What do you want?” asked one. She straightened as she spoke and leaned her spear over toward her companion, who mirrored the move. Plenty of room remained to walk between their weapons, but the gesture was plain. 
 
    “We have business in the dungeon,” said Scars. “Let us pass.” 
 
    “Nobody passes unless we unlock the doors,” said the other goblin, his scowl deepening. “We don’t open unless you give us reason.” 
 
    “Throwing in this garbage would be reason,” said the first, grinning at DigDig. Her ears stood out abnormally high for a goblin, pierced along the sides with little bones and tarnished rings. 
 
    “Garbage is thrown out, not in,” said the other. “A cell is too good for this wretch.” 
 
    “Taught you traps, Barklip,” DigDig objected. “Brought you food when you were sick.” 
 
    “Liar,” the other goblin snapped. His companion with the huge ears perked up with guarded interest. 
 
    “Only whelps, both of us. Didn’t get enough food for myself, but I shared,” DigDig continued. 
 
    “Liar!” 
 
    “Then when everyone picked on me, so did you,” said DigDig. “Loud about it, too.” 
 
    “You make shit up to sound important,” Barklip countered. “You’re nothing. Least of all the goblins. Everyone knows it.” 
 
    “If you had any worth, you’d have shown it,” agreed Ears. “You show nothing.” 
 
    DigDig’s eyes narrowed. “Anyone hear Barklip got sick with itch-rot from eating his own—” 
 
    Barklip snarled, dropping into a threatening stance with his spear pointed at DigDig. “Shut up! Shut up or get beaten again. Every court, every meal. The king hates you, anyway. Thinks it’s funny when you cry.” 
 
    “No more crying,” said DigDig. “And no more king. Never was a real king, anyway.” 
 
    At that, Ears tilted her spear and shifted his weight, easier than Barklip yet still taking a ready stance with obvious implications. “Goblins with no friends should know better than to talk like that,” she said. Her eyes darted back to Scars and the others. “Why are you here? What do you want?” 
 
    “DigDig,” said War Cloud, “all of this is over now. We’re never coming back here.” 
 
    “What?” asked Barklip. 
 
    DigDig returned the other goblin’s snarl with one twice as loud. His shovel came up fast and hard, sweeping aside the tip of Barklip’s spear before crashing into the guard with his shoulder. The other goblin looked on in shock, her ready stance more bluster than wariness. She wasn’t ready at all when Scars brought one boot up into her gut. The kick lifted Ears off her feet and sent her sprawling against the steps. 
 
    The other goblins were also on the floor. With the head of his shovel still over his shoulder from the swing, DigDig was in too close to swing it again. Instead, he thrust the other end into his enemy’s face. The blow jarred Barklip long enough for DigDig to disengage and slam his foot down on the spear, pinning it to the floor. 
 
    Barklip managed to shove DigDig back. He kicked at his attacker for good measure, but it was a weak contact. He’d only given DigDig room to move. “No more!” DigDig shouted, swinging his shovel in a full horizontal arc against Barklip’s head. The bigger goblin reeled, barely catching himself against the stone floor with his hands, but DigDig slammed the shovel down again. He kept swinging. 
 
    “No more! No beating! No crying! No taking! No lies!”  
 
    His foe didn’t get up. He didn’t move at all. Seven blows with all of DigDig’s strength were more than enough to finish the fight. 
 
    “This got a little loud,” Shady Tooth warned Scars quietly. She watched the doors at the top of the steps. 
 
    “Think it may have been worth it, though,” said War Cloud. “You alright, DigDig?” 
 
    The smallest of the crew stepped back toward the others, his breath heavy. “Told me they wouldn’t stop unless I cried,” said DigDig. “Made fun of me when I did. No other way out. Still made fun. Everyone. King, king’s children, others. Him,” he said, gesturing to Barklip. 
 
    “Why did they do that in the first place?” asked Yargol. 
 
    The goblin shook his head, still staring at Barklip. “Nobody to help me.” 
 
    “Sometimes they don’t need a reason,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Not happening again,” said DigDig. “Right?” 
 
    “No more,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “No more,” DigDig repeated. He turned to the other goblin, seething as he approached. Ears crawled backward up the steps. DigDig loomed over her. “Keys. Open the door. Now.” 
 
    “And drop the weapons,” said Scars. “All of them.” 
 
    The other goblin didn’t argue. She left her spear and shield on the floor as she rose and promptly shed himself of her belt with its pair of daggers. Though little of her gear was in good shape, it still represented an improvement on the crew’s collection. DigDig kept one hand on their prisoner’s collar as she put her iron key in the lock on the door and gave it a turn. As soon as she was finished, DigDig pulled her aside to push the goblin’s face into the doorframe. 
 
    “No time to tie you up,” DigDig growled. “Run or die.” 
 
    “Run! Run! I’ll run,” Ears assured him. 
 
    “She’ll run straight to the wizard,” War Cloud noted. He winked at Shady Tooth’s quizzical frown. 
 
    “Not worried about that. Not my problem,” said DigDig. He let go of the other goblin, who promptly ran as fast as she could down the hall and away from the danger. DigDig watched her flee. “Would beat them all if I could. Together. One at a time. Doesn’t matter. Would tear this whole place down if I could.” 
 
    “Do you want true revenge?” asked Scars. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Live a better life,” said Scars. “Live the life they don’t want you to have.” 
 
    DigDig nodded, seeming consoled by the suggestion. “Still like to beat them anyway.” 
 
    “We’ll keep that in mind if any of them turn up,” said War Cloud. “We need to move.” 
 
    “Can’t we just throw some burning oil inside and shut the door?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Keep cool in here,” Scars reminded the others as they ascended the steps. “He’ll poke at you and dig for your anger. Don’t let him. Don’t argue with him. Besides, you’ll only get your job done if he forgets about you, right?” 
 
    “I could get my job done by stabbing him.” 
 
    “You know sticking him with a knife won’t take him down.” 
 
    “It will if I stick him enough times. Don’t worry, I can do my part,” said Shady Tooth.  
 
    “Yargol?” Scars asked. 
 
    “My role is easier than hers.” 
 
    “Then let’s do this. Remember the goal. Stay cool.” He steeled himself with a deep breath before he tugged the door open. 
 
    The dungeon spanned a single hall from the doorway with cells lining either side. At the far end stood two more large doors, barred with an iron-bound beam of ancient oak. Several orcs sat at the handful of tables in the center of the room, some playing dice and others all but napping. Across the hall carried voice of the dreaded jailer himself, leaning in as he spoke through the small, barred window in one of the cell doors. 
 
    The dwarves had built the cells two steps up from the main floor, bringing the windows to eye-level for an ordinary orc on the floor. The jailer stood considerably taller than any such orc, and thus had to stoop halfway over to peer inside. He leaned with one blue arm up against the door, gesturing with the other as he spoke. His voice carried as he surely knew it would. 
 
    “I’m not saying anyone should work for free,” said the troll. “Only that everyone should be paid according to their value. We’re all here as hired muscle, so shouldn’t we be paid according to size? We could use orcs as a baseline. That’s fair. They’re the most numerous. But if they get a standard rate, then shouldn’t kobolds get half that? Shouldn’t pay for the larger sorts scale up from orcs?” 
 
    “It’s none of my concern,” replied the cell’s inhabitant. It didn’t sound like an orc or any of the goblin folk. Scars thought the voice sounded strong, but feminine. 
 
    “Doesn’t that imply you have an unbiased opinion?” asked the troll. 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, now. Nobody’s free from bias.” 
 
    “But you just—why are you even talking to me about this? And why are you so loud?” 
 
    “Because he’s not really talking to you. He’s talking to his audience,” muttered Shady Tooth. 
 
    The troll grinned at the prisoner on the other side of the door. “Look, there’s no reason to get emotional about this.” 
 
    “Emotional? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “There’s no need for that tone, either.” 
 
    “I don’t even want to talk to you at all!” 
 
    “Insults aren’t the way to prove your point or win an argument.” 
 
    “What argument? What point?” snapped the prisoner. “Fuck off already!” 
 
    “Hey, Chatter,” said one of the orcs at the tables. “Visitors.” 
 
    “I see that, thanks,” grumbled the troll. He straightened to his full eight feet of lanky muscles and sickly blue skin. His clothes were mostly rags, brown and grey from long wear without a wash. On his belt hung a ring of keys attached by a strip of leather and a battle axe he could likely wield in one hand. “You’re an odd group to have down here,” he said, looking to the newcomers. 
 
    “It was a matter of who was on hand,” said Scars. A single glance assured him the orcs at the tables paid them little mind. They preferred to ignore the boss as much as possible. 
 
    “What brings you down here?” asked Chatter. “Nobody’s in chains, so I assume none of you are prisoners. Today.” 
 
    “The wizard needs a body for an experiment,” Scars explained. He closed to conversational distance with the troll, flanked by the rest of his crew. “He sent us down to collect.” 
 
    “What kind of body?” 
 
    Scars shrugged, pointing to Yargol. “Up to him.” 
 
    “I’ll have to take a look at what’s available,” said Yargol. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” said Chatter. “Hello, Shady Tooth.” 
 
    The bugbear scowled, looking past him rather than at him. 
 
    “What have you got?” Scars prompted, wanting to take his attention off her. 
 
    Chatter’s gaze lingered on Shady Tooth. His long, bony hands gestured from one cell to the next. “That gnoll we had finally died from rabies. Got a litter of hellhounds in that cell. One human over in that one. And a centaur.” He shrugged, jerking his thumb over his shoulder at the large doors in the rear of the prison. “The pens are full as always.” 
 
    “Hellhounds?” Scars asked, feigning mild surprise. 
 
    “Yeah, practically full grown but still acting like pups. Until they mature a little more and learn some self-control, we’ve got no other place to put them. Not where they won’t set the place on fire.” 
 
    “You could stand to learn some self-control yourself,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re staring at my tits.” 
 
    “Am not. Look, if you’re gonna put them out there—” 
 
    “In leather armor?” she growled. 
 
    “Not much of a contour to that chest piece, but you can see a little cleavage,” said Chatter. “Maybe an inch, maybe two? You can’t tell me you don’t know.” 
 
    Her eyes turned to meet his. Her lip curled back. 
 
    “Chatter, why don’t you tell us more about the prisoners?” Scars suggested. “What have we got to work with here?” 
 
    “You can see for yourself,” Chatter said dismissively. He stayed focused on Shady Tooth. “I’m not trying to start an argument here. I’m trying to help.” 
 
    “Help?” Shady Tooth glared. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m an ally.” 
 
    “Fucking trolls,” sighed Scars. He glanced around the room to track the others. DigDig hopped up to grasp the barred window of one cell. The goblin dropped back down and turned to Scars with his hands pressed together and tilting his head over them in a “sleeping” signal. Yargol was already past him, too, stretching to peer into the cell with the human. He nodded to Scars as he pointed to the door. 
 
    “Look, leather armor has certain connotations, you know?” Chatter continued. 
 
    “Don’t talk to me,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Hey, I have a right to talk all I want,” said Chatter. 
 
    “Don’t talk to me,” she repeated. 
 
    “It’s not my fault you’re so sensitive.” 
 
    “Chatter, we’ve got work to do here.” Scars stepped in to break up the budding confrontation. 
 
    “Fine, whatever, do what you need,” said the troll. 
 
    “I need you to help,” said Scars. 
 
    “That’s nice. I don’t answer to you. Shady Tooth, you might have more friends if you tried a little harder to be more pleasant,” the troll pressed on. 
 
    “Hey, Chatter,” War Cloud spoke up from the other end of the prison. “I think your centaur here is dead.” 
 
    “What?” The jailer finally looked up from staring at Shady Tooth. The orcs at the table gave the warning at least a cursory glance, too. Nobody looked Shady Tooth’s way as Chatter strode past her, and therefore no one noticed as she slipped her hand up at the troll’s hip to slide his key ring off his side. Gripping the keys to prevent jingling, she handed it off to Yargol without a look. 
 
    Scars glanced back at their companion only once. “They’re numbered,” Yargol sighed. “Thank all the gods.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Chatter asked. He shoved War Cloud aside, leaning in to peer into the cell. “He was fine not too long ago.” 
 
    “Is ‘not too long’ some point in the last week?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “Shut up, you,” Chatter barked at him. 
 
    “Yargol?” Scars hissed. 
 
    “First things first,” whispered Yargol. He inserted a key in the cell door beside them, waiting until Chatter banged hard on the centaur’s door to turn it. 
 
    “Hey! Wake up, you freak,” Chatter demanded. “Get off the floor!” 
 
    “Where’s DigDig?” Scars asked, only to find the goblin already by Yargol’s side. Down the line of cells, War Cloud threw Scars a glance and a nod. “You’re sure you can do this?” he asked softly. 
 
    “As I said, this part is easy,” said Yargol. He turned another key upward before releasing the entire ring. The set floated in the air, drifting across the prison to the doors on the other side at his simple gesture. 
 
    The handful of orc guards at the center of the chamber never noticed. They watched with barely restrained humor as Chatter shouted at the centaur to rise. “Get off the floor,” he ordered. “Don’t act like we haven’t fed you.” 
 
    “Do centaurs eat everything like humans or do they eat grass like horses?” Shady Tooth asked. 
 
    Chatter whirled around to look back with an angry glare. Scars worried the troll might see something amiss, but the cell door was still shut and the keys were already on the other side of the chamber. If anything, the brief glance only made Chatter more dismissive of them. 
 
    “Water,” Chatter grumbled, storming over to the tables. “Give me water. Beer. Whatever.” Rather than wait on his subordinates, he snatched a tankard from the table and returned to the cell door, splashing the liquid through the barred window. Behind him, War Cloud slipped away from the scene. 
 
    “Now, Yargol,” murmured Scars. 
 
    “Already done,” said Yargol. At a gesture, the keys floated back from the cell door across from theirs. “I can only manipulate one thing at a time, anyway.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Chatter fumed. He turned on his subordinates. “What did you feed him? Did you give him old meat? Rotten hay? What?” 
 
    “Obviously we weren’t gonna give him the good stuff,” objected one orc. 
 
    “This is why I won’t miss anyone on this job,” grunted War Cloud as he joined the others. 
 
    “Or when they’re dead,” added Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Let’s get on that, then,” said Scars. He patted Yargol’s shoulder. 
 
    The magician turned his head to the other side of the prison and gestured with one hand. The unlocked cell door opened as if by a firm but gentle tug. 
 
    None of the jailers noticed it. The argument continued. “If we wanted prisoners dead, would they be in here?” Chatter raged. 
 
    “I guess sometimes we want people to suffer before they die,” considered one orc. 
 
    “Or suffer while they die,” corrected another. 
 
    “Or die from their suffering,” thought a third. 
 
    “Oh, you stupid—!” Chatter lashed out with one of those long, wiry arms, smacking the first orc across the head hard enough to knock him to the floor. “If the boss wanted someone dead, he would tell us.” 
 
    “Hey, aren’t you always saying anger only shows the weakness of your argument?” the third orc objected. The rest of the handful of guards closed ranks behind him, hands on their weapons. 
 
    A black snout poked out of the open cell door to take a tentative sniff, then another. With the third sniff, dark smoke poured from the animal’s nose. The door pushed open wider as a second nose joined it. 
 
    “Not as often as I tell you to mind your betters,” replied Chatter. He grabbed at the next orc, undeterred by the spear his subordinate raised in self-defense. Though he impaled his hand on the blade, Chatter merely scowled. The fingers of his injured hand closed around the top of the shaft. Chatter wrenched the weapon free, then pulled it out of his hand to cast it aside. “Don’t try to threaten me, you little shits. I’m not afraid of your blades. Now, you tell me straight: who else have you been starving out? Who else here hasn’t had enough to eat?” 
 
    Hinges creaked as the first black dog leaped out of its cell. The hellhound landed on an orc in the back of the group, jaws clamping firmly on the victim’s shoulder. Its size and strength were more than a match for its intended meal. Another of the litter followed, crashing through the small crowd to bite down on the neck of the orc Chatter had knocked to the floor. 
 
    The rest of the guards spun while drawing weapons, already primed for a fight. They weren’t prepared for the third hellhound and the rush of its fiery breath. 
 
    Scars threw open the cell door to his side. His companions needed no urging. DigDig nearly threw himself into the refuge, with War Cloud and Yargol not far behind. Shady Tooth lingered, smiling as Chatter shrank from the hellhounds. “Push them back,” he shouted. The troll jerked his axe from his belt but didn’t engage. “They’re just animals. Get them under control. Show them who’s boss!” 
 
    A fourth hellhound leaped into the scrum, shouldering aside one scorched and startled orc to challenge the troll directly. Chatter’s orders and bluster turned to a scream as the hellhound roared at him with a breath of flames. 
 
    “Inside,” Scars urged the bugbear. “Go.” Though reluctant, she saw the wisdom in his words. Shady Tooth ducked into the cell. Scars followed, tugging the door shut behind himself. 
 
    Their shelter didn’t offer much room. His companions pressed themselves against the walls to his right and left. Against the wall opposite the door stood a human woman dressed dark and ragged leather breeches and a similarly worn-out doublet over a dirty tunic. Her shoulder-length brown hair was matted and tangled. She looked young. 
 
    The old tin plate in her hand might have been a laughable weapon, but it was clearly the best she could do. Nothing in her eyes suggested she would cower against her end. Nor did her voice as she asked, “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    “Gaaaahh! Get it off me!” 
 
    “Who let them out? Who let the dogs—argh!” 
 
    “Roll! You have to drop to the floor and roll to put the flame out!” 
 
    Scars watched through the bars of the cell door window. Smoke gathered quickly, though not so fast as to obscure his view. A burning orc ran past the door in a panic until he slammed face-first into the tall, thick doors that made up most of the back wall of the prison. Another backed away from a hellhound, trying to fend off the beast with sword and shield. 
 
    None of them screamed as loudly as Chatter. Flames clung to the troll from his gut to his shoulders and down his long arms. He crashed through the brawl, knocking aside hellhound and orc alike in his mad dash to the tables in the center of the room. Chatter desperately grabbed the small wooden keg from the table to shatter it against his own chest, dousing himself with its cheap beer. 
 
    Though his ploy put out much of his burning flesh, his relief was short lived. A hellhound tackled him to the floor from behind. All around, the shouts of orcs and snarls of their attackers continued as the fight raged on. 
 
    “Who are you?” the lone human in the cell demanded again. Her eyes narrowed with doubt, but she asked her question anyway: “Is this some sort of rescue?” 
 
    Scars glanced to the others and shrugged. “It’s not not a rescue.” 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, what?” agreed a surprised Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Who are you? Why are you in here?” Scars asked, his attention still mostly on the fight. 
 
    “I asked you first,” said the human. 
 
    “Maybe, but we’re five and you’re one and you’re armed with cheap dishware.” 
 
    She let out a tense breath. “My name is Teryn. A band of hobgoblins captured me out in the pass by the east side of the mountain.” 
 
    “Alone?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “Some of my group may have escaped. I was separated from the rest. As far as I know, I’m the only one who survived.” 
 
    “What sort of group was this?” asked Scars. 
 
    “Travelers.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Chatter! Anyone! Help!” bellowed one of the last standing orcs. He backed away from a menacing dog, looking over his shoulder for an escape. The orc thought he saw one in the open door to the hellhounds’ own cell. 
 
    He almost made it. The hound on his heels was faster. 
 
    Wrestling at the foot of the table, Chatter finally got a good grip on his attacker. He lifted the dark beast up over his own head to hurl it against a wall. “Form on me,” Chatter demanded. “Get around me and…fucking hell,” the troll seethed. His eyes swept the room, finding nothing but dead orcs and still-menacing hounds. Much of his upper body was blackened and bleeding. 
 
    Two of the hellhounds turned from the dead on the floor. Another lurked in the back of the chamber, abandoning its meal to answer the growls of the others. The fourth collected itself after landing on the floor, shaking its head. The last turned from the now dead orc lying across the doorway to the hounds’ cell. 
 
    Chatter looked around again for aid or some sort of escape. His eyes narrowed as he found none of the former. Discarding that hope, the troll focused on his single way out. He hefted the larger of the wooden tables with ease. Holding the table in front of himself as a shield, Chatter charged through the two hellhounds ahead toward the entrance. 
 
    One hound tried to leap over him, only to be swatted away by the table and the troll’s superior strength. The other dodged out of the way. Chatter cast the table aside and ran, crashing through the main doors with all five hellhounds in pursuit. 
 
    “I think that’s all of them,” said Scars. “A traveler, huh? Going where?” 
 
    “Eastford. On the Crystalbrook River.” 
 
    “I know it. Why?” 
 
    Her jaw set. “It’s on the other side of the mountain from the capital.” 
 
    Scars looked back to the room again. Nothing had moved since the last hound darted through the exit. He nodded to Shady Tooth and War Cloud, then looked back to Teryn. “Good answer.” With that, Scars pushed the door open. The others spilled out behind him. 
 
    “What’s—are you leaving?” asked Teryn. 
 
    “Not yet,” said Yargol, who lingered with DigDig at his side. 
 
    “Bodies first,” Scars instructed the other two. He slung the nearest corpse over his shoulders and grabbed another by the leg, hauling them across the room. 
 
    “Suppose it’s fine to leave the burning ones?” asked Shady Tooth, passing by an orc still in flames on the floor. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s fine,” said War Cloud. “The blood trail leading out the door should be enough of an incentive.” He and Shady Tooth took up the other bodies. The crew’s largest members made short work of their disposal chores, dumping the handful of dead orcs in the hellhounds’ now-empty cell before slamming the door shut and throwing the lock. With the job finished, they turned for the large barred doors at the end of the prison. 
 
    “We do this and move,” Scars hissed. His companions nodded in agreement. None of them wanted to linger. 
 
    The thick, iron-bound bar required the strength of all three. Scars found his muscles straining with effort. Despite the brief rest in DigDig’s little home, he was still weary from the earlier battles and all the running since. Weariness could soon turn to exhaustion, but he would get this done. 
 
    The bar came free. The trio pulled it well away from the doorway before dropping it to the floor. None of them lingered. In seconds, all three were behind the cell door again. This time, Scars made sure it locked as he closed it. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Teryn hissed, aware of the need for quiet. “We can’t use the keys from in here.” 
 
    “He can,” Shady Tooth answered, gesturing to Yargol. 
 
    “Sshh,” warned War Cloud. “Get down low.” 
 
    “Why, what’s behind that—?” Teryn began. She stopped herself when she heard the low grind of the heavy doors opening with old, rarely-oiled hinges. Heeding War Cloud’s advice, she crouched low like the others—all except Yargol. 
 
    The magician’s loose sleeves fell to the elbows as he raised his mismatched hands. He waved them around one another in a sort of spiral, pulling inward with each circuit. A breeze wafted into the cell through the little window, carrying along smoke which strangely lingered near the window rather than spreading within. Yargol crouched with the others as his spell continued on its own. He looked back to the human. “A little wind to cover our scent, and a little smoke to help the shadows,” he explained in a whisper. 
 
    Her mouth opened with more questions—and then her eyes narrowed. She sniffed. “Why does it smell like lavender?” she whispered. 
 
    Yargol grimaced. “My mentor preferred spells with ‘added value.’ I’m sorry.” 
 
    The large doors creaked louder, grinding hinges followed by rasping and shuffling. Scraping, grunting, stumbling noises followed, along with the patter of bare feet on stone—many such feet. 
 
    Something yelped in pain. A chair fell to the floor. The grunts and gasps built, increasing in numbers and frantic intensity as more footsteps rushed by. A heavy thump at the cell door sent a shudder through even Scars, but he kept low and said nothing. 
 
    The thumps continued, up and down against the door and then several all at once. 
 
    Hands grasped the bars on the little window: small, inhuman…and dried out to a sickly, desiccated tan shade. Open wounds on the fingers looked as if they’d gone to rot. The creature’s round head bumped against the bars as it jammed its tiny nose up for an urgent sniff. No one mistook the goblin for the living creature it once was. Not with the sickly pallor of its flesh. 
 
    Another hand appeared on top of the goblin’s head, this one closer to human yet every bit as sickly and decayed. The hand wrenched the goblin back as another face appeared in the window. This time, the crew saw the grey beard and ruined eyes of a dwarf long dead, yet still moving. Like the goblin, the dwarf sniffed for the cell’s occupants. 
 
    The rush of footsteps continued. Dozens of creatures had to have already passed, yet more continued. The dwarf at the cell door faltered, bumped by others either fighting for his spot at the door or merely passing by. A wretched stench drifted into the lavender-scented smoke still magically lingering at the window. The stink soon overpowered more pleasant smells, forcing more than one of the cell’s occupants to pinch their nose with a look of disgust. 
 
    Still sitting with his back against the door, Scars looked to his companions. DigDig seemed solid; though smaller and perhaps weaker than the rest, he had the nerve for diving deeper into the dungeon than anyone. He’d been in spots like this before. Yargol retreated into his hooded robe, neither moving nor speaking. Shady Tooth watched the window with both her knives drawn. War Cloud kept his eyes shut in prayer. 
 
    That left only the human to worry about. Scars found nothing less than the same wary, silent resolve shown by Shady Tooth. Despite a cell full of armed monsters and the unseen ravening hordes on the other side of the door, she kept her fear under control. 
 
    Scars knew the effort it required. His own fears were no less powerful. Sweat collected on his brow. His heart pounded. His breath came short and shallow. He reminded himself of the strength of the cell doors and the core instincts of the threats outside. They wouldn’t linger. Not with the scent of blood and living food to draw them away. 
 
    Newcomers aggravated the scuffle at the cell door. The dwarf fell under a struggle, replaced by two more hands—both of them right hands, with more thumping to indicate a lack of cooperation between their owners. Snarling and rasping followed. Another hand made it through the bars, hooking over the bottom of the window to blindly reach and claw. Scars leaned out of the way and stared, wondering if it had sensed him. 
 
    If they detected anyone in the cell, it might be all over. Dwarf craftsmanship may have made the cell doors impossible to break down without tools, but they might never make it out again. Not with death awaiting on the other side. Go out and be slaughtered or stay in here and starve, thought Scars. What a great plan I’ve hatched. 
 
    Then everything stopped. The clawing arm froze. So did the thumping at the door and the endless cacophony of footsteps and shuffles beyond. A distant scream drifted through the silence to explain the sudden change. Scars detected a note of frustration in Chatter’s voice—along with a note of pain. 
 
    The arm withdrew violently, as if its owner had lost whatever support allowed it to reach so high. The riot of growls and footsteps resumed, though this time with purpose. It peaked almost immediately, reducing with each following second until Scars heard nothing at all. That single scream had summoned every hungry mouth in the prison. 
 
    He waited a moment more, staring at his companions. Only silence followed. Quieter than the rest, DigDig crept forward, accepting Scars’s offer of strong shoulders to stand upon for a look through the window. 
 
    “All gone,” the goblin hissed. 
 
    “What the hell was all that?” Teryn demanded with a whisper. “Were those zombies?” 
 
    “Ghouls, mostly,” said War Cloud. “Zombies don’t hold together that well. They don’t rot the same. Those were all ghouls. Still happy to eat us, though.” 
 
    Yargol stood with his arms raised again in a sweeping gesture. The smoke drifted back out of the cell window, and with it the worst of the stench of dead flesh. 
 
    “We take whatever we can,” said Scars. “And then we move out. Quietly.” 
 
    “Might want to get the doors,” suggested Shady Tooth. “It’ll buy us a little time if one of those things hears or smells us and comes back.” 
 
    “I can help with the noise,” Yargol added. 
 
    Scars glanced at Teryn once more, but decided to hold the thought. She said nothing as Yargol took care of the door with a little more magic, floating the keys out through the window. Teryn watched the crew in wary silence rather than drawing attention to herself. Scars thought it spoke well of her sensibilities. 
 
    Freed from the prison cell, Shady Tooth and Yargol went straight for the entrance. War Cloud watched the other end of the prison as he emerged from the cell, his blade low but ready. Nothing but shadow could be seen past the doors at the other side. 
 
    DigDig set to looting as soon as he was out of the cell. He wasn’t the only one. Teryn took up the first weapon she came across on the floor. 
 
    “You know how to hold a sword,” Scars observed. 
 
    “And a dagger, yes,” she said, picking one up from the wreckage by the table. “You seem to know a lot about ghouls.” 
 
    “War Cloud and I get a lot of the shit jobs around here. The lower levels are infested with undead from the First Darkness and whoever else has been caught up in it since. Sometimes they wander up here. The wizard liked to keep them penned up in case he needed a swarm of ghouls for something. Shock troops, I guess.” 
 
    “Lovely.” Everything about her spoke to her wariness: her posture, the priority she put on taking up a weapon, the way she turned to keep her rescuers in her field of view. She glanced at the bodies on the floor. “These are all orcs,” she said. 
 
    “You caught the part where they let prisoners starve to death so they could get slightly better food, right?” Scars pointed out. “Maybe you haven’t been here long enough to see the beatings? None of that was a matter of survival for them. Cruelty like that is a choice.” 
 
    She nodded in understanding. “Good to know.” 
 
    Then it was his turn to be wary. “Are you an adventurer?” 
 
    “I suppose you could say I’ve had a few adventures, but not out of enthusiasm. I’m not the dragon-slaying sort, if that’s what you mean.” 
 
    “Then what sort are you?” 
 
    “The sort who wants to get out of this mess alive.” She moved aside as Shady Tooth and Yargol returned to join DigDig in searching the wreckage of tables and gear. “Who are you, and what is all this about? Why did you turn on these others?” 
 
    “Call me Scars. We’re leaving this place. The ghouls are meant to cover our escape.” 
 
    “We hope,” grunted Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Escape? Why are you fleeing?” asked Teryn. 
 
    “We had a job here. It’s over now. Adventurers hit the upper levels a little more than an hour ago. They’re cleaning the place out. I’m sure they’ll come through here soon enough, if you want to wait for them.” 
 
    “Adventurers? Shit. Do you know who? Which—no, it doesn’t matter.” She shook her head. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I’m not sure it’s in our best interests to tell you,” said Scars. 
 
    “I don’t want to run into some band of adventurers any more than you do.” 
 
    Shady Tooth’s ears perked up. She’d finished rummaging through the wreckage of the tables, anyway. “What’s bad about a bunch of adventurers finding some lone human prisoner in a dungeon? I’d think that’s your best way out of here.” 
 
    “And a lot of humans would expect one of you to have killed me out of hand already,” said Teryn. “Or eaten me.” 
 
    “There’s no reason for killing you,” said Scars. “Nothing to be gained from it, either. With a bunch of adventurers running around down here, there’s more good than harm in letting you go.” 
 
    “And more harm than good for me in running into them,” Teryn admitted. “I can help you if I can come with you.” 
 
    “How?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “You said you want to get out of here. Your kind are hunted in Theralda. I know these lands well. I can act as your guide. And I can move more freely than you can.” 
 
    “That depends on where and when,” Shady Tooth countered. 
 
    “Why?” asked Scars. “Why would you do this?” 
 
    “I told you I’m a traveler. Maybe I’m a little more of a bandit, if I’m honest.” 
 
    Scars let out a snort. “That explains a lot.” 
 
    “I’m a fair hand in a fight, too. Most of you look a little beaten up. I can pull my weight.” 
 
    “Boss?” DigDig asked. He crouched before a small wooden chest, opened now thanks to the troll’s keyring. The goblin produced a bow and quiver of arrows. “Think this is her gear.” 
 
    “Yes,” she confirmed. 
 
    “So you can fight. Are you healthy enough?” 
 
    “I’m starving and thirsty and exhausted, but I want to get out of here. I’ll fight.” 
 
    “Apparently she has much in common with us,” said Yargol. 
 
    Scars handed over his waterskin. “It’s clean. Water isn’t a problem here. Dwarven pipes.” 
 
    She took it from him, eyeing the skin with more shock than suspicion. “Those bastards said…” She didn’t bother finishing the thought. Teryn tore off the cap for a long gulp. 
 
    “You sure about this?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    He shrugged. “She knows when to keep her mouth shut. If she wanted to feed us to those adventurers, she could’ve holed up here in the prison to wait for them. Coming with us only puts her at risk.” 
 
    “I suppose. If she can shoot that…elven bow,” Shady Tooth noted, her eyes narrowing as she looked upon it again. 
 
    “My great-grandfather’s,” said Teryn. “Is that a problem?” 
 
    “I’m sure it will be eventually,” grumbled Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Trouble,” War Cloud hissed suddenly. Scars turned around, only then noting his absence from the conversation. The gnoll hadn’t moved from the middle of the chamber, facing the open doors to the darkened ghoul pen. He took up a battle stance, bringing both hands around the grip of his sword. “We’re not alone.” 
 
    Teryn rushed for the chest as DigDig stepped up with his shovel. Shady Tooth drew her weapons. So did Scars. “They should have all passed,” he murmured. 
 
    “The burning orc isn’t here anymore,” War Cloud noted. “They dragged it back inside.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Not sure. A handful, I think.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” asked Shady Tooth. “I can’t smell anything. Can’t hear…wait…there!” 
 
    They rushed out of the darkness all at once. All five shared a sickly grey pallor to their skin, which lay mostly bare under the tattered remains of clothing torn and gone to rot after centuries of wear. They varied by shape and race, comprised of two dwarves, a goblin, an orc, and an elf, but they were all ghouls now: long dead yet possessed by lethal hunger. 
 
    War Cloud braced himself to meet the charge. Scars and Shady Tooth rushed to support him. An arrow flew in before the clash, striking the undead goblin in the shoulder with enough force to turn him. The impact sent him twisting and sprawling in front of one of the dwarves to take both down to the floor. Yargol proved less apt than the archer, sending a flaming icicle between two others without hitting either. 
 
    Only a heartbeat before the rest came to blows, Shady Tooth leaped out from her position. Unready for such a move, the orc ghoul didn’t try to dodge and couldn’t hold up her greater mass of muscle and fur. She slammed him to the floor, stunning her enemy even before her knives came out. 
 
    The rest of the front line stuck to the basics. War Cloud stepped into the swing of his sword, once ready to take them all on himself but now focused on the undead elf given the assurance of support from his crew. His blade caught the elf in her ribs, taking her off her feet to bump into the last of the dwarves. Off-balance in the last, critical moment before contact, the dwarf ghoul stumbled rather than dodged as Scars plunged his spear through a dried and grey beard and into solid flesh. 
 
    The dwarf grabbed the shaft of the spear and pulled himself through with savage indifference to his injury. Clawed hands tore into Scars before Scars let the spear go, savaging his upper arm. Blood poured from the wound as Scars gave ground. 
 
    The ghoul rushed on, snarling and slashing—until a shovel swept up from beneath him into the shaft of the spear embedded in his chest. DigDig virtually rolled in, hitting hard enough against the spear in the dead dwarf’s chest to turn him sideways. 
 
    It was all the opportunity Scars needed. He snatched the other end of the spear protruding from the dwarf’s back and pulled, turning the dwarf further to now face away from him. Though fairly matched in strength, Scars had height and the leverage of a handle. He needed only to keep from impaling himself on the spearhead. The predicament kept him too close to use a sword to good effect, but his dagger was easier to draw, anyway. He put the blade through the dwarf ghoul’s neck, holding it in place by the top of the spear through its back until it stopped moving. 
 
    He looked around for a comrade to aid, but found no one in need. Shady Tooth had her opponent pinned beneath her. She stabbed the orc ghoul mercilessly with both of her knives until it stopped moving, heedless of the orc’s claws dragging against her leathers. War Cloud made good use of the reach of his weapon. Having already put the undead elf on the floor with a vicious wound in her side, he brought it down again in a fatal blow across her torso. DigDig swept in around the little skirmish to swat the elf in the head with his shovel to help keep her down. The fight seemed well in hand—until it wasn’t. 
 
    “Watch the others,” War Cloud warned. 
 
    “Other whats?” DigDig asked. “All dead.” 
 
    “No. At least one is still—look out!” 
 
    Of the two ghouls on the floor, only the smaller one was truly dispatched. The dwarf rallied with crazed hunger and hate, springing to his feet despite an arrow through his lung and burns across his shoulder. His deformed, clawed hands tore through the flimsy armor covering DigDig’s back. Blood trailed from his flailing hands. DigDig collapsed with a scream. 
 
    War Cloud hewed the dwarf ghoul through the collarbone and down into its chest before Scars could reach them. Practically in the same motion, War Cloud dropped to his knees at DigDig’s side. He rolled the goblin onto his stomach to check his wounds. “Light! I need light!” he demanded. 
 
    Within seconds, he had more than he expected. A light brighter than any torch shined down on DigDig from Yargol’s palm as the magician arrived. Scars could see all the ugly details of the goblin’s wounds, from the rent links of old and worn-out armor to the slashes running up and down his back. Scars had seen worse, but worse usually killed someone instantly. DigDig gasped and hissed in pain. 
 
    “How bad is it?” asked their wounded guide. 
 
    “Bad, but you’re still alive,” said War Cloud. He snatched up the nearest rags from amid the broken table at his side to press them against the wounds. 
 
    “Those are filthy. He’ll get infected,” warned Teryn. 
 
    “Everything down here is filthy,” said War Cloud. “We’ll deal with the infection when it happens. He’s bleeding now. Shady Tooth, Teryn: I need more rags. Whatever you can find. Don’t worry about the filth.” 
 
    “I can have them cleansed in the blink of an eye,” added Yargol. “It will take no effort.” 
 
    “Right,” Shady Tooth grunted. Her first steps wobbled on an obvious limp. “Fucking ghouls. Even if they don’t cut deep, your muscles still go dead.” 
 
    “What can you do for him?” Scars asked War Cloud. 
 
    “I can stop the bleeding with Yargol’s help. It’ll keep him alive for now. He won’t be up for any fighting. I can’t do more than that until I’ve had time to rest and pray. Still too drained.” 
 
    “Drained? Are you a shaman?” asked Teryn. 
 
    “He’s a priest,” said Yargol. 
 
    “I’m neither,” said War Cloud. 
 
    Shady Tooth let out a grunt. “He’s a heretic.” 
 
    “That may be true.” The gnoll worked with Scars to pull away bits of thread and torn leather from DigDig’s clothes. “I can stop the bleeding. But I can’t do anything for the pain.” 
 
    “Tough,” DigDig wheezed. “I can take it. Tough.” 
 
    “Damn right you are,” said Scars. 
 
    Standing over them, Yargol accepted a couple of rags found amid the table debris from Teryn. Shady Tooth was less delicate in her choices, freely tearing away the tattered clothes of the ghouls. With little more than a whispered word and a flourish of his hand, Yargol turned each piece from filth to freshly clean and handed it back. 
 
    “We’ll need heat,” said War Cloud. He produced a dagger, wrapping its handle in one rag before holding it out in front of Yargol. “Enough to burn flesh. Don’t be delicate about it.” 
 
    “I thought this might be your plan,” said the magician. He tilted the blade with two fingers to create a safe line of fire. Like his spell for cleaning rags, his Icefire Daggers required no more than a grunted word and a flick of the wrist. He struck the dagger three times, each of his icicles bursting with hot water against the metal before War Cloud pulled it back with satisfaction. 
 
    “Give him something to bite,” the gnoll instructed. 
 
    “I’ve got it.” Shady Tooth crouched to put her leather-clad wrist in front of DigDig’s face. The little goblin glanced at it only once before clamping onto her bracer like an angry predator. She wrapped her other arm around his shoulders. She knew what was coming. 
 
    Scars understood, too. He sat with his legs over the goblin’s. With no other way to help, their newest companion knelt beside DigDig to whisper encouragement: “You’ll be okay,” said Teryn. “You’re going to pull through.” 
 
    DigDig turned his head to look up at her in surprise. He wasn’t the only one. 
 
    “What?” asked Teryn. 
 
    “They’re not used to that kind of talk,” said Scars. 
 
    “You mean encouragement?” 
 
    “Is that what it is?” asked Shady Tooth. “You’re like a mother cat with one of her young. Are you going to lick him, too?” 
 
    “I’m only trying to—” 
 
    DigDig yelped into his bit of leather and tensed in agony. There wasn’t much of a hiss, but the crew all smelled his burnt flesh. War Cloud noted the shocked looks as he lifted the blade away to inspect his work. “You had him distracted,” he explained. “Better that than all the suspense. I hoped he would pass out, though. Keep holding him. I’ve got a couple more to go.” 
 
    “We all need to rest. Especially DigDig. Can we stay here?” Shady Tooth asked while War Cloud continued his work. 
 
    “Is anything else likely to come through those doors?” Teryn put in. 
 
    Scars shook his head. “There’s a solid wall in the back of that chamber. The dwarves built it as a storage room for the prison. It doesn’t go anywhere.” He grimaced as DigDig tensed again with the final application of War Cloud’s dagger. “The back room isn’t the problem. We did all this to buy ourselves time to go lower and get away from those adventurers. The ghouls should make this level slower-going for them. But that’s all for nothing if they find us here.” 
 
    “And now our guide is incapacitated,” noted Yargol. 
 
    “Can guide,” murmured DigDig. Shady Tooth pulled her wrist back, her leather bracer marked by little punctures from his teeth. “Might go slower, but…can still…guide.” 
 
    Teryn looked down at him in awe. “How could he even walk after this?” 
 
    “He can’t. But he’d be left behind by anyone else,” said Shady Tooth. Her eyes flashed from DigDig to Teryn, then Scars. “Only we decided those ways don’t work for us. Right?” 
 
    “Right. New rule. We don’t leave anyone behind,” said Scars. Like Shady Tooth, he looked to the human beside them. 
 
    “Anyone?” she asked. 
 
    “Anyone in the crew.” 
 
    Teryn nodded. “Let me grab my things.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Shady Tooth emerged from the bottom of a narrow spiral staircase into a dark hall long unused. She needed no light to see at least a short distance. Colors were indistinguishable in such darkness, but her kind could still manage in these conditions. The last addition to the crew was not so fortunate. That meant allowing her some light, which put one more hindrance on their stealth. Even if the human could sneak, she still needed to see. 
 
    With DigDig unable to lead, she was the sensible choice as a scout. Her senses were sharpest. Like DigDig, she was agile and fast, but her size and strength set her apart from the little goblin. She would last longer against any opponent they might stumble across. 
 
    Above all, she was stealthy. Though no one in the group was particularly noisy, the armor worn by War Cloud and Scars couldn’t be kept entirely silent. Fatigued and burdened with gear and a wounded goblin, the group moved about as quietly as she could hope. 
 
    She didn’t expect anything more. She even made use of their shortcomings. Their footfalls and whispered words kept her from moving too far ahead. Their conversation also gave her more to consider about her companions. 
 
    She’d heard promises of loyalty before. It all sounded great until put to the test. “Crew” sounded good, too—assuming it was earned. 
 
    “So none of you have been down here before?” asked Teryn. 
 
    “Never by this way, no,” said Scars. “I’ve only been down to this level a couple of times. Not by choice, either.” 
 
    “Most others would say the same. Zuck restricted his operations to the upper tier. It’s too dangerous below,” added Yargol. 
 
    “I don’t even really know where we are,” said Teryn. 
 
    “We are in the lost holy city of Thrandor, last ruled by the Gruff and Dour StoneLord Gareth Duncan Alfred Flintbeard, Patron of Clan Ironhall,” said Yargol. “Have you heard of it?” 
 
    “Can’t say that I have, which seems odd. I’m no sage, but I’m educated.” 
 
    “The gap in your education is no oversight by your teachers,” Yargol explained. “Thrandor was lost to the First Darkness roughly a thousand years ago. The dwarves and elves fought to reclaim it from the undead, who later resurged, and so on. Eventually, the dwarves deemed the halls irretrievably cursed. They culled the name of Thrandor from records and letters. It was mentioned less and less as centuries passed until it became a nameless myth.” 
 
    “Why would they do that?” 
 
    “The First Darkness and all that followed claimed too many lives, especially in these halls. Yet the cause was too great to be abandoned. They had no hope of victory, but could not turn away. They had already paid too much to give up a struggle they could not win.” 
 
    “Merchants call it a sunken-cost fallacy,” muttered Scars. 
 
    “Why, yes,” said Yargol, sounding surprised. “They do. And philosophers. After countless losses, the dwarven kings and priests recognized it for what it was. They could not declare defeat and face the resulting shame, so they worked toward something better: they delayed, they looked away, and they quietly worked to render Thrandor forgotten.”  
 
    Shady Tooth heard it all. She couldn’t blame them for talking. Everyone was worn out. With luck, an enemy who heard the crew coming wouldn’t detect the threat that ranged out ahead of them. 
 
    Focusing more on the task at hand, Shady Tooth turned right at the base of the stairs to creep down the hall. A thin layer of dust covered the stone tiles. As the others said, these halls were once inhabited, but they were rarely used now. 
 
    “Olen Zuck has ruled here for only a handful of years,” Yargol continued. “A millennium is a long time for any curse to hold to full strength, after all. He found the upper levels largely empty and quiet, so he worked to secure them as his hold. He made alterations to protect against a resurgence from below. And he has decidedly not ventured too deep.” 
 
    “Unlike us,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “Alt…altera…?” murmured the goblin Scars carried in his arms. 
 
    “What’s that?” Scars asked. 
 
    They were nearly out of the stairway. Shady Tooth could tell by their voices and footsteps. She picked up her pace, not wanting to be caught as a silhouette against the light from their glowstones. At least the stones didn’t give off the scent of smoke. That could leave them even more exposed than the light. 
 
    She tried none of the doors waiting to either side as she continued on. DigDig had warned of locks stuck tight after ages of disuse, leading only to empty rooms beyond. All of these dwarven homes had been ransacked long ago, anyway. Too many people had come through here over the ages. Too many people and too many monsters. Nothing of value remained. Nothing but dust. 
 
    Shady Tooth came upon an intersection of passageways. The dust gathered as thickly here as the rest of the hall. Could it have blown in from the other passage? The air felt completely still. 
 
    “Hard to believe so much of this place has held up like this for almost a thousand years,” said War Cloud. “There are still tools. Skeletons. Wood still stands.” 
 
    “More than one curse lingers over these halls,” said Yargol. “Decay is often a process of life. As DigDig warned, the lower levels hold no life at all. Time has left its mark, but not as thoroughly as one would expect.” 
 
    Yargol’s words slowed Shady Tooth at the intersection. The dust grew thicker here. Didn’t dust only turn up where people still lived? Didn’t it mostly come from people? 
 
    “Alt…traps,” DigDig coughed. 
 
    “DigDig?” Scars asked. “What is it?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. The dust gathered most at the little gaps between stone tiles, like the one right by her foot. 
 
    “Traps,” DigDig wheezed, then repeated louder: “Traps! Floor traps!” 
 
    Shady Tooth jerked her foot back as it touched the next tile. Blades sprang out in crossing arcs from the crack between the tile and the one she stood upon. Two more swept out from the crack behind her, along with yet another pair from the other side of the next tile. All stood upright once sprung, reaching as tall as her hip. However long they’d lain in wait, they surely hadn’t lost their edge. 
 
    She froze, restricting every movement down to her very breath until she was sure the danger had passed. Nothing happened. She heard no noises from the passageways other than the rushing footsteps of her comrades. This is why I prefer the wilderness, she thought. Shady Tooth straightened to her full height while releasing her tense breath. Rather than pressing on, she waited. 
 
    Her collection of allies caught up fast. They at least seemed concerned for her, wearing faces of worry and alarm rather than irritation. Other companions would have seen only the obstacle of the traps and the opportunity to criticize her for setting them off. At best, she was tolerated by the hunting parties and the guard details. 
 
    Get out of the dungeon first. See if they come running when you’re in trouble then. 
 
    They slowed as soon as the edge of the light fell across her image. The concern on their faces seemed real enough. Even the human looked worried, as did the half-orc carrying the wounded goblin in his arms. “You’re alright,” said Scars. 
 
    “Barely,” said Shady Tooth. She gestured to the tall blades standing to her either side. “And only because I heard you talking before you shouted. DigDig, you couldn’t remember this when you gave your directions?” 
 
    “Sorry,” he mumbled. “Used to it.” 
 
    “Used to—this is normal for you?” Teryn blinked. 
 
    The little goblin shrugged weakly. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Why are these even here?” asked War Cloud. “Didn’t the dwarves live here?” 
 
    “They were installed during the First Darkness, and during an invasion of goblin folk before that,” said Yargol. “It’s in the archives. The dwarves meant to disable them once they secured the halls again. It never came to pass.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have survived this,” Shady Tooth pressed, her eyes still on DigDig. “How many more blade traps are there? Do you know?” 
 
    “Some. They’re scattered. Never saw a pattern.” He winced. “Sorry about before. Tried to remember. Tried. Tired.” 
 
    Shady Tooth scowled. She wasn’t used to apologies, and those she’d heard were rarely worth anything. His had the weight of apparent regret and clear credibility. It was believable. Her doubt only made her angrier. 
 
    “We can’t keep on like this,” she said. 
 
    “You’re doing fine,” said Scars. 
 
    “I’m not. I don’t have a sense for traps or secret doors. Maybe I’m quiet, but I’m also big and unsure of these halls. This time I was lucky. The next trap could get me. Or all of us.” 
 
    “I’ll take the lead,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “You’re even less suited to being up front,” said Shady Tooth. “Quiet as you are, that armor would give us away. The human can’t see in the dark and Yargol doesn’t have the skills, either.” 
 
    “Then I’ll lead,” said Scars. 
 
    “No. That’s not what I’m saying. We need to rest. A real rest this time, not a break while the captain isn’t watching. We need our guide back on his feet and the rest of us ready to fight again.” 
 
    “She has a point,” War Cloud spoke up. “A couple of rats could finish us off given the shape we’re in. Especially with our magician drained and my own powers spent.” 
 
    “We can’t stop now. We’re leaving a trail behind us,” Scars noted, looking back the way they came. He paused before turning around again. “Wait. Why aren’t there footprints?” 
 
    “Zuck enjoyed making the most mundane use of my talents,” Yargol explained. “I’ve cast no other spell as often as I’ve used the simplest cantrips to clean. I hardly need to make more than a whisper or a gesture now. It takes no more energy than walking. And if I can clean up dirt, I can surely put the dirt back just as easily.” 
 
    “He’s right,” said Teryn. “I’m a decent tracker, but I can’t see a trace of our passage.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure I’ve made a mistake or fallen short somewhere. But I’ve erased the worst signs of our passing,” said Yargol. 
 
    “Then we’ve covered our tracks and built some distance, and we’ve left plenty of trouble for our pursuers,” Shady Tooth pressed. “These passages hold dwarven homes behind closed doors. We’ve got to be able to get into at least one of them, don’t we?” 
 
    “Some will open,” answered DigDig. “Not all, but some. Only have to look and try.” 
 
    Scars relented with little more than the drop of his shoulders. “Fine. You’re not wrong. We’ll move on from here before we find a place, though. An intersection is too worthy of searching, especially one that is trapped. They’ll assume the blades are here to protect something.” Then his eyes narrowed as he looked to the blades. “DigDig…can these traps be reset?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Locked and jammed,” said War Cloud. He stood up straight, his head scraping the ceiling of the dwarven home. The bits of wood stuffed under the door offered an extra difficulty for intruders. Scraps of cloth prevented any light from escaping through the gaps. “No tracks leading here. We’re off the main path. There’s nothing special about the other side. Think we’re good?” 
 
    Uncertain glances flew between War Cloud, Scars, and Shady Tooth. In wordless unison, they turned to the old cabinet against the closest adjoining wall. Age had left it weakened and looting had left it bare, but it was still a heavy bit of wood. Moving it into place against the door required only a minor struggle and a reminder of their own weary muscles. The low ceiling of the dwarven home prevented anyone from lifting it high enough for comfort. 
 
    Shady Tooth wondered if she might be lifting the greatest share before the job was finished. Her companions winced and grunted. She felt a wobble from the right side, where Scars held his breath for the last few inches. Nobody wanted to drag the thing and potentially make noise, but for a moment Shady Tooth dreaded a crash instead. She held the center until she felt her fingers against the floor and only pulled them back after looking to both of her partners. 
 
    With the chore finished, the other two leaned against their opposite corners to catch their breath. Shady Tooth felt vindicated in pushing for this issue. Her companions were strong and hardy warriors, but everyone had their limits. She picked the glowstone up from the floor and set it back in her belt pouch. “Come on. Let’s get settled.” 
 
    Shady Tooth led the way down the narrow stone staircase to the home’s lower level. Neither floor offered enough headspace for her, but the bottom was wider and clear of the ancient debris of cracked plates and shattered chairs. 
 
    “I hate barricading ourselves in like this,” Scars said in a low voice. “There’s no way out.” 
 
    “Another way out gives an enemy another way in,” said Shady Tooth. She pulled aside the tattered, ancient black curtain hanging at the bottom of the steps, revealing the lower room illuminated by more glowstones. “This way we only have to guard against one approach.” 
 
    “She’s right,” War Cloud agreed. “We’ll be able to bottleneck anyone who attacks from above, too. Although if any of the ethereal sorts of undead find us down here, we’re fucked.” 
 
    “Ethereal?” 
 
    “Ghosts. Wraiths. The kind without physical bodies, you know? It’s not like walls are a problem for them.” 
 
    Shady Tooth glared, jerking the curtain back into place behind her. “Thanks for that thought. It’ll be so much easier to sleep now.” 
 
    Most of the lower floor sat clear of debris. Yargol sat cross-legged on the floor in the center of the chamber, directing invisible hands in the simple work of cleaning the room and banishing the dust. Shady Tooth recognized a much greater feat of magic as her eyes fell to the other side of the room. DigDig lay in a bed against the wall, complete with blankets and pillows. Though simple and humble, the bed seemed extravagant compared to every other bit of furniture lying in ruins. DigDig’s armor and pack sat in a pile beside the bed. Teryn leaned over him to check his bandages. 
 
    The hearth built into the far wall had likely been cold for centuries. It would remain so for its temporary guests. No one could risk such a beacon tonight, no matter how much good it might do everyone. 
 
    “Nice work cleaning up the place, Yargol,” said Scars. 
 
    The magician tilted his head to the side. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Why do you sound surprised?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “I’m not used to appreciation. Such things have always been expected of me.” 
 
    The bugbear’s face turned to a frown. “You didn’t exaggerate before? That wizard only used you as a magical maid?” 
 
    “And a handyman, yes. I performed other work, but the chores were a base requirement. Never worthy of praise or compensation, but plenty of complaint when not performed to satisfaction.” 
 
    “What else can you do besides cleaning and fixing things? And throwing those weird icicles?” she asked. 
 
    “I can throw much more obnoxious spells in combat,” he replied with a grin she could hear in his voice. “Most of my spells have less tangible effects. Protection, detection, comprehension. I’ve had little practice with battle magic. One suspects Zuck preferred it that way.” 
 
    “Asshole seemed fond enough of throwing his lightning and frost around,” grunted Scars. 
 
    “Indeed. Perhaps without him around I’ll find more chances to work at such magic.” He tilted his head toward the bed. “What’s truly ironic is his misplacement of talent. Zuck truly can innovate. My spells of mending and repair are far more encompassing than those cast by most wizards. Usually they can fix a tear or a break; I can return a broken item to its original shape and pristine condition as long as it isn’t too large. And it costs hardly more energy than, say, walking from one end of this room to another. 
 
    “Zuck could change the face of arcane magic as a practice with that sort of spell. Instead he puts twists on spells to add new effects. He comes up with ice that burns and acid that screams at you as it…well, as it also burns.” Yargol sighed. “I could make all these homes comfortable again with no more effort than a day’s cleaning. Zuck knew it, but he kept me working on his stupid fireball replacement. He wanted to conjure up a naked elf maiden of fire who explodes in even hotter fire.” 
 
    “Don’t you need to have those spells written down or something?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “A funny thing about endlessly cleaning a wizard’s library: one has a great deal of time for copying the pages of arcane tomes while the master isn’t looking. Once upon a time, Zuck patted down my robes and searched my belongings almost every day. Eventually, he grew complacent. I did not.” 
 
    “I’m glad for that,” said Scars, sitting down on the floor beside Yargol. “We need to get ourselves sorted. This place should be safe for now. We can sleep here and the pipes have running water. Let’s see what food we’ve got.” 
 
    He led by example, though he had little enough to show for it. Scars pulled off his belt and emptied his pouch in front of his crossed legs. Most of it wasn’t edible: pieces of chalk, a whetstone, a couple of rags, and a small, folded-up sack. He unfolded it to reveal some nuts and jerky. Scars fished another bit of jerky wrapped in cloth from a pocket in his pants. 
 
    Shady Tooth looked over his offerings with reluctance. Honesty came easily when one truly had nothing to hide. 
 
    Teryn joined in without question. She’d recovered her backpack from the prison. With mild surprise, she found most of its contents still intact: small tools like a hammer and knife, an iron fork and spoon, a couple vials of oil and a box for flint and tinder. Everything seemed new, or at least in good condition. She even had a spare change of clothing. Like Scars, she kept food wrapped in small sacks, but she had considerably more of it. Some was wrapped in paper and tied with twine. “I knew they’d steal all my coin,” she muttered. 
 
    “They didn’t take what matters. Coin wouldn’t fill our bellies,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “You’ve got all the basics for a dungeon here, which is also good,” added Scars. “Everything but rope, and we’ve got that.” 
 
    “And a ten-foot pole,” Teryn added, shrugging. “I’m lacking that. What?” 
 
    Scars rolled his eyes. “You don’t need a pole.” 
 
    “I see them in shops with adventuring gear all the time.” 
 
    “They have shops for adventurers?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Some merchants keep little displays in packages, yes,” said Teryn. “And there’s always one set with a ten-foot pole.” 
 
    “You don’t need a ten-foot pole for a dungeon,” Scars repeated. 
 
    “Why would you want that?” asked Shady Tooth. “What would you even do with it?” 
 
    “How do you get around with that in a dungeon?” DigDig croaked. “Too many tight corners. Low ceilings. What if you have to run?” 
 
    “And what if you get in a fight?” Shady Tooth agreed. 
 
    “What’s it for?” DigDig wondered. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Teryn. “Checking for traps? Probing?” 
 
    “With a pole?” 
 
    “I’m just saying, adventurers buy that stuff.” 
 
    “Oh gods, it’s a scam, alright?” Scars groaned. “Every adventuring party has some idiot who thinks everything in a gear shop has some vital use. Then they buy all that stupid shit and carry it around just waiting for the moment they can engineer some use for it so they can look smart to their friends. Until then, the shopkeeper makes an extra couple silvers for nothing and the clowns who buy it are lugging around ten-foot poles like idiots.” 
 
    “Ah.” Teryn nodded, accepting his explanation. “You seem to know a lot about adventurers.” 
 
    “Little bit.” 
 
    “You’ve had experience with them?” 
 
    Scars didn’t answer. He turned his attention back to the other little sacks in her collection. “What’s in the rest?” 
 
    “Pemmican, some salted pork and smoked fish, a little hardened bread, and some cheeses sealed in wax. I’ve got a little dried fruit, too. Enough to last me a couple days on my own. Three, if I was frugal about eating.” 
 
    “Humans always provide the best eating,” murmured Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Do we?” asked Teryn, looking back at her. 
 
    “Yes, but not like you’re thinking. I’m talking about your food, not you. Don’t worry about ending up over a fire. It won’t happen.” 
 
    “So the stories are all untrue?” 
 
    “How long have you waited to broach this subject?” Yargol chuckled. Teryn shrugged awkwardly. 
 
    “My people have known desperate times,” said Shady Tooth. “They’ve also learned to hate. But predators taste terrible, and humans are predators. Even the elves are predators. Eating another person seems more like an act of self-harm than good taste to me. Maybe a sign of sheer contempt for an enemy, but why give yourself a bad meal just to insult a dead foe?” 
 
    “It isn’t going to happen,” Scars agreed. “Chatter would have, if given the chance. Not the rest of us.” 
 
    “Humans have the best food because you put so much time into it,” Shady Tooth explained. “Our food might be as good if we bothered, but we never do. And the elves might eat a rabbit or a deer once in a while, but usually they’re all eating the same leaves. Stuck up prigs.” 
 
    Though it seemed involuntary, Teryn turned her eyes to War Cloud. His lip curled back to reveal beastly teeth, but his grin carried no threat. “Oh, my kind will eat everyone, but you’re part of my crew. You’re safe. And I am a heretic,” he added. 
 
    “I’m ready to eat any of you right now,” complained DigDig from his makeshift bed. 
 
    Teryn scooped up one of the smaller sacks from her collection, bringing it to the goblin with a chuckle. 
 
    “I regret that I have nothing to share,” said Yargol. “My magic can improve upon what we have, but I cannot conjure food.” 
 
    “I don’t have much, either. Been too focused on grabbing weapons or taking care of our wounded,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “My pack,” said DigDig. He lay on his side, facing the crew as he chewed on a bit of smoked fish. “Grabbed stuff off the table in the prison. Guards weren’t watching me.” 
 
    War Cloud followed their guide’s offering, producing from the little backpack a few bits of roasted bird. “Not exactly wrapped,” he said. “There’s grease all inside your pack now.” 
 
    “More food than you got,” said DigDig. 
 
    “It is. Gone cold now, but it’s cooked. There’s enough for one belly in here, anyway.” 
 
    Shady Tooth held her silence until Scars looked up at her. She realized he wasn’t alone. War Cloud and Yargol waited, too. “What?” she asked. 
 
    “You were coming back from a hunting party,” said Scars. 
 
    “More like a patrol,” she said. 
 
    “If you say you have nothing, you have nothing,” Scars replied. “But you haven’t said.” 
 
    Her lips turned to a frown. “I’m used to going ignored.” 
 
    “You are used to fools who do not know your worth,” said Yargol. 
 
    Shady Tooth looked from one companion to the next. She unslung her backpack, slipped it open, and unwrapped the hunk of cold ham and the loaf of bread she’d swiped from the prison guards’ table. The wine bottle came out, too. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” she said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Only a couple glowstones stayed out, each draped by a thin bit of cloth to dim the light. Half the crew lasted only long enough to eat, divide up the rest of their food, and agree on who took what turns on watch. DigDig was out cold before any of it was settled. Scars and Yargol drifted off in minutes, both having been through the nearly fatal fight that kicked off their troubles before running into the others. Of the three survivors of the library battle, only War Cloud remained awake once the conversation ended. 
 
    He knelt in front of the cold hearth at the end of the room. Despite his fatigue, the gnoll carefully cleaned out the ancient ashes and dead coals with what meager tools he could find in the dwelling. He hadn’t asked for Yargol’s magical aid. An aged brush and an old rag were enough for him. That, and the occasional chant or murmur under his breath. 
 
    Shady Tooth watched him in the relative darkness. She laid on the floor like the others, her backpack serving as her pillow as it often did. Many of her kind scoffed at even that much comfort, but she rarely woke up with a sore neck or a grouchy mood like so many other bugbears. She no longer had to care about their opinions in any case. The thought made her wonder if War Cloud had left behind similar differences with his own people. 
 
    He had to be as exhausted as the rest. Perhaps more. Yargol’s duties as the wizard’s personal servant were at least less taxing than most other jobs. Scars had a hard life, but even as a half-orc he wasn’t a complete outsider among the guards. War Cloud was unique in more ways than one. In a place such as this, one suffered for being unique. 
 
    His armor sat in a pile with his belongings. He kept quiet. Yet rather than sleep, he stayed awake to perform this chore in a home they would leave as soon as everyone woke up. 
 
    As it happened, one other member of the group was also still awake. Teryn rose from her spot on the floor, leaving her cloak behind to tentatively crouch beside War Cloud. “May I ask you a question?” she whispered. 
 
    “You want to know what I’m doing?” Like Teryn, he kept his voice low. Shady Tooth only heard by virtue of particularly good ears tilted toward the pair. 
 
    “The what is obvious. My question is, why?” asked the human. 
 
    “Ritual and prayer.” 
 
    Teryn glanced backward. She didn’t seem to notice Shady Tooth watching. “The others said you’re a heretic.” 
 
    “Shady Tooth said that. The others don’t seem to care.” 
 
    “Seem? You don’t know for sure?” 
 
    “We only know each other at a distance. I’ve worked with Scars and DigDig. We’re together now mostly out of chance.” War Cloud tilted his head and added, “Maybe some good judgment after that chance. Everyone here made their choice.” 
 
    “I suppose so,” she said. “I have fought gnolls before.” 
 
    “And I’ve fought many humans.” 
 
    “It is said your kind are the spawn of a demon lord.” 
 
    War Cloud chuckled softly. “Yes, and the orcs were the true rulers of the world cast down by the elves in ancient times. The goblin folk are the children of the earth fighting to reclaim the world from all others, who are mere thieves and pretender races. The elves are a race of gods themselves, their blood and power diluted by life in the mortal world, and the dwarves are the sons and daughters of the stone.” He shrugged. “Isn’t it said that humans are the most favored by the gods? It’s almost as if there’s a pattern here.” 
 
    “That’s all very different from descent from demons,” said Teryn. 
 
    “How else are we supposed to compete with a line of origins like that?” 
 
    “So you don’t believe any of it?” 
 
    “I don’t see why it matters.” 
 
    “Is that your heresy?” 
 
    “No. My heresy is in following a true war god rather than the demon father of my kind. A human god according to many, which makes it so much worse. As far as I can tell, race makes little difference to most gods. A soul is a soul to them.” He winked. “Don’t tell the faithful I said that.” 
 
    “You follow a war god? You mean Malis?” 
 
    “No. He’s all bloodlust and rage. That’s only a part of war.” 
 
    “Valant?” 
 
    “Heh. No. The answer is in front of you.” 
 
    “Not Dastia? The hearth goddess?” 
 
    “She’s that, too.” 
 
    “Since when is Dastia a goddess of war?” 
 
    “Always. Some have forgotten. Some have been encouraged to forget. Her clerics remember. Many gods have more than one role.” 
 
    “This is the first I’ve heard of her holding that role,” said Teryn. 
 
    “How often have you spoken to a cleric of Dastia? Or a scholar of religion?” 
 
    “Are you such a scholar?” 
 
    “I thought for myself and questioned my people. For that, I was cast out. For a while, I found shelter in the ruins of a temple. I slept. I had dreams. In those dreams, I learned of Dastia. I also learned to fight better than my people had taught me. When I moved on, I came to a modern temple in a human village. I knew what to say to the cleric. He listened before he shouted out an alarm. When I explained myself, he took me in for a time.” 
 
    “What happened then?” asked Teryn. 
 
    “He taught me until he could no longer hide me. The villagers might tolerate his mercy, but they wouldn’t tolerate demon-spawn that might eat human flesh.” 
 
    Teryn let out a breath. “That’s quite a story.” 
 
    “You were rescued today by five monsters and none of them want to eat you. To us, that’s common sense. To many of your people that would be quite a story. Or quite a lie.” 
 
    “You’re asking me to believe the clerics of Dastia don’t tell people she’s a war goddess?” 
 
    “Dastia protects the hearth from all dangers, correct?” 
 
    “That isn’t war.” 
 
    “Then what else is the point?” War Cloud turned to face her, still as calm and patient as ever. It was more behavior Shady Tooth had rarely seen from gnolls. “Hatred of the enemy? Looting? Glory and power for some lord? Land?” 
 
    “Those are all common reasons for war.” 
 
    “Yes, and they’re all shit. The only good war is one of protection for the home and hearth. Family and friends. You protect your own, or others under threat. Everything else is shit.” 
 
    “This would seem to be a broad brush for painting the whole world,” said Teryn. 
 
    “Have you known men who go to war for glory? Who come back claiming to have found it, and who show no regret?” 
 
    “A few.” 
 
    “And were those good men? Or were they bullies and braggarts not worth the dirt under your feet?” War Cloud let the question hang in the air. “The world is full of such people of every race. That is why there are so many good reasons to fight. Someone’s hearth is always threatened by those who would loot, or find glory, or who serve the power of some lord. The question is: which side of that hearth are you on?” 
 
    “What of those who venture out to take on a foe before it threatens their hearth?” she asked. 
 
    “Then it’s on them to know if the threat is real, and if that is truly why they fight.” War Cloud gestured to the hearth. “Kings and lords need soldiers to do their bidding, hearth or no. That is why they venerate other gods of war so loudly. That is why you do not hear of Dastia as a war goddess. She is not useful to ambitious lords unless the hearth is truly threatened. 
 
    “You might listen to the prayers to Malis and Valant. Listen to the calls for brave sacrifice and the glory of death on the battlefield. Those prayers aren’t just inspiring; they’re useful. Malis and Valant would have you die in service to your lord. In service to them. Dastia wants you to win and come back home alive.” 
 
    Teryn shifted on the floor, sitting back as she took in his words. “I have never heard all this about Dastia, but I have heard similar arguments before. Ordinary faithful have them all the time. So do clerics. It doesn’t strike me as heresy.” 
 
    “It’s heresy when it comes from a mouth like mine,” said the gnoll. 
 
    “Do you…do your people have your own gods? Or the others?” she said, tilting her head to the rest of the group. 
 
    “The orcs worship Kravass, who claims war as one of his domains, but he is first the god of the race. The goblin folk have Loonkth. It’s much the same story. Many ‘monsters’ also pray to Ravaj, who is only Malis under another name and face. And then there’s the demon father of my kind. They’re all the same. They look for useful tools.” War Cloud flashed a grin. “And that is heresy.” 
 
    “Why was your heresy tolerated here, then? I realize now how little I truly know about your people. All of your peoples,” she said, tilting her head to the others. “But I have seen enough first-hand to know how monst—how your people deal with dissent. Why weren’t you run out of here? Or killed?” 
 
    “I’ve been run out of plenty of places. The wizard was only the latest to take me in, and even here I was an outcast. Still, I can fight. I have more of an education than most. Beyond all that, I am blessed with a few gifts by Dastia for my devotion to her faith.” 
 
    “You say you aren’t a cleric?” 
 
    “No. I’m not. But I am just useful enough to have around despite my heresy.” 
 
    She nodded, thinking. “So where is your hearth?” 
 
    War Cloud made a casual, sweeping gesture to the others. “On the move.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    She was used to wake-ups with more kicking and insults. War Cloud roused her with nothing rougher than pulling the rags off one of the glowstones at the end of his watch. The dim light and sounds of his movement were enough to wake her. He made no effort to wake anyone, but rather returned to kneel before the hearth. 
 
    Scars and Yargol remained where they lay, still sleeping deeply. DigDig was still out cold in the bed. Closer to Shady Tooth, Teryn rolled over in her blanket on the floor, her eyes fluttering open. When their gaze met, the bugbear tilted her head toward the hearth. “What’s he doing?” she whispered. 
 
    “Meditation, I think. Or prayer. Maybe both,” came Teryn’s hushed answer. 
 
    “Medi-what?” 
 
    “It’s a way to clear the mind,” Teryn explained. “You concentrate on one thing and push all else away. Emotions, stray thoughts. It helps focus. Magicians and clerics do it to renew their magic, as I understand it.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “We talked last night about his faith,” she added. 
 
    “I heard.” Shady Tooth flicked one of her catlike ears. “We’re all in the same room.” 
 
    “Ah. Sorry if we kept you awake,” said Teryn. Shady Tooth frowned, prompting a similar reaction from Teryn. “What?” 
 
    “All the ‘sorry’ stuff. Is that normal for humans? War Cloud and Scars do it, too. They’ve lived among humans. You say ‘sorry’ for any little thing.” 
 
    “It’s part of being polite. Considerate,” Teryn elaborated when Shady Tooth’s frown only deepened. “Part of showing you care for another’s feelings.” 
 
    “You care about every little shit thing like waking someone up?” 
 
    “Big things matter, too.” 
 
    “Sure, but you’re saying sorry for anything.” 
 
    “I suppose it is a difference between us, then. How do your people make up for little things?” Teryn ventured. 
 
    “We expect others to suck it up.” 
 
    Teryn pressed her lips together, eyebrows rising. “Oh.” 
 
    “We don’t worry about it unless someone demands it. And we learn whose demands matter by seeing who can back them up.” 
 
    “I see,” said Teryn. 
 
    “What did you think of what he said?” Shady Tooth asked. 
 
    The human glanced to War Cloud. “Er…is this…he’s right there.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he’s focusing or whatever, right? He isn’t listening.” 
 
    “It made a certain amount of sense,” Teryn said hesitantly. “He’s not wrong about the other gods of war. About their priests and, ah, kings and such. It’s all used to motivate people.” 
 
    “You stop to think maybe his shit is used to ‘motivate,’ too?” 
 
    “That’s sort of what religions do.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” grunted Shady Tooth. “Not sure how that’s good for anyone but the priests and their masters.” 
 
    “You know he can hear you even if he’s meditating?” Then a second thought occurred to Teryn. “Isn’t this also heresy?” 
 
    Shady Tooth shrugged. “Does any of that matter?” 
 
    “It should matter to you, Shady Tooth” said War Cloud. He stood from the hearth, walking between the two. He sounded unbothered. “Only you should decide it for yourself.” 
 
    He stepped past Yargol, who sat cross-legged against the wall with his hooded head bowed in seemingly much the same effort as War Cloud at the hearth. The only difference Shady Tooth noticed was the open book in Yargol’s lap. The magician didn’t look up or speak. 
 
    War Cloud loomed over the bed and its occupant. “How do you feel, DigDig?” 
 
    “Still hurts,” said the goblin. “Got up to piss earlier. Hurt so bad. Almost slept in the privy.” 
 
    “Let’s see if we can make this better. Hold still.” 
 
    War Cloud pulled aside DigDig’s little blanket and the back of his old tunic. Even with Yargol’s magic to cleanse the bandages and DigDig’s clothes before they slept, the fabric around the wound had clearly sopped up more blood in the night. War Cloud gently pulled the bandages away, revealing ugly black blisters that would surely bring further complications—if they hadn’t already. 
 
    Unconcerned, War Cloud held his rough and bestial hands over the wound. “Dastia, bring this fighter back to the battle,” he murmured. “Bring him back so he might bring us all home.” 
 
    Nothing happened. Shady Tooth saw no flash of light or crackle of magic. She wondered if he only meant to get DigDig back on his feet with hopeful thoughts or some other bullshit. Then DigDig inhaled sharply. War Cloud’s hands came away from the wound—a wound that wasn’t there anymore. 
 
    “What happened?” DigDig asked, reaching around to touch his lower back. “What did you do?” He rolled over and sat up, looking to War Cloud in shock. 
 
    “Nothing more than you heard,” said War Cloud. “I asked Dastia to heal your wounds. They were probably infected on top of everything else. She took care of that, too.” 
 
    “How do you feel now, DigDig?” asked Teryn. 
 
    “Good!” DigDig answered. He frowned. “Hungry.” He perked up with wide eyes again. “Good!” 
 
    War Cloud looked back to Teryn and Shady Tooth. It was hard to tell given his snout and the rest of his animal features, but he might have given a smirk. “As I said. My heresies have their uses.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Light from the glowstone reached no more than thirty or forty feet ahead. Scars kept it low in his left hand, making an effort to walk steadily and reduce the dance of shadows as they moved. One shadow remained more or less constant as Shady Tooth ranged ahead at the edge of the light. The rest scattered and stretched in every direction as the light source moved. 
 
     As in the level above, these hallways ran past small apartment homes of commoner families. Unlike the upper level, this one held signs of violence and destruction everywhere. The walls bore cracks, craters, and ancient soot. Broken doors dangled from hinges or lay flat in their entryways. Windows fared no better. Debris littered the floor, including everything from bits of masonry to broken housewares—and bodies. Many bodies. 
 
    Almost all had decayed to skeletons, though many such were still encased in armor. Others lay in heaps under aged clothes. Countless dwarf bodies were nearly matched in number by goblins of every breed. Scattered remains here and there along the way looked to be humans, elves, and the occasional orc. Almost all of the fallen were dressed for battle. 
 
    “Is this it?” Scars asked, his voice only a low murmur. They were free to speak as long as they were no louder than their footsteps. “Are we looking at the First Darkness?” 
 
    “This is slaughter on top of slaughter,” said War Cloud, walking with his blade in hand. 
 
    “I believe this mess is from a later attempt to retake the stronghold,” Yargol surmised. “The bodies are old and the dust is thick, but no more so than the level above. Yet much of the damage to the hall seems older. And there are others here besides the dwarves. It fits with what I have read of Thrandor’s history.” 
 
    “How much have you read?” asked Teryn. She crept beside Yargol with her bow in one hand and an arrow ready to go. “And what explains this?” 
 
    “Zuck recovered some books when we established control over the upper levels. The library and other higher chambers held out briefly during the First Darkness. They were also usually among the first areas taken in the efforts to reclaim the hall in the years that followed. The dwarves and their allies often left records behind when they were repelled. I suspect this was the first attempt, or the backlash to it. When the First Darkness came, there was no time to enlist allies from the surface. Humans and elves came with later efforts. Even one of the neighboring orc settlements joined in for the earliest attempts.” 
 
    “I keep expecting these bodies to get up and attack us,” said Teryn. “Suppose they would have already if they could, though.” 
 
    “War Cloud has a particular sense for the undead,” said Scars. “Besides, Shady Tooth knows what she’s doing. DigDig, too. They can spot that sort of trouble.” 
 
    “How well does DigDig know the ruins? How far down has he gone?” she wondered. 
 
    “He hasn’t explored everything, or he’d be able to tell us that,” Scars answered. “He’s gone as far as he has gone. We don’t know how deep the stronghold goes.” 
 
    “Deep,” said Yargol. “The caverns ran deep when Clan Ironhall first settled here. They thought their gods had carved it out for them as a new home. Some of the mining ran even deeper than the natural tunnels.” 
 
    “Mines?” Teryn asked. “I thought this was a holy city.” 
 
    Yargol chuckled. “It’s a dwarven holy city. Of course there are mines. As for its holy nature, a few ancient scraps talk about rumors of ruins of the World Before down here.” 
 
    “The World Before?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “It’s the myth of another civilized era before this one. An entire world, all of it underground, where the first dwarves battled the first dragons and the first races of goblins. A very dwarven myth,” Yargol added with a wry note. “The elves must be offended whenever it comes up.” 
 
    “Yeah, but when does a dwarf ever let go of his-story?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    Scars stopped in his tracks. “No. No puns. We are not doing puns in this crew.” 
 
    “I think we should vote on it,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “I think we should vote on eating you,” grunted Teryn. Stunned, the others turned to look at her. She blushed. “I’m sorry, is it too soon for me to make those jokes?” 
 
    Scars snorted out a low laugh. Yargol brought one hand into the hood of his robe and turned away, letting out a noise that sounded like amusement. 
 
    “Little bit,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “It’s not,” said Scars. He looked to War Cloud again. “No puns in this crew.” He continued on down the hallway. 
 
    Up ahead, Shady Tooth lingered at a hallway intersection until the light of their glowstone touched her. Debris piled up at the center of the space, with carts and stones gathered like a hurried barricade. Remains strewn everywhere suggested its defenders couldn’t hold in the end. As the group closed in, Shady Tooth merely gestured for them to follow before turning down the right of the path. 
 
    Their new direction was wider. They’d come from a narrower path for residents into a broad lane for heavier traffic. Remains from the ancient battle lessened sharply beyond the barricade, only to pick up again a few dozen yards past. Once more, bodies lay strewn about the passage. 
 
    Scars looked on with narrowed eyes. “Huh. More dwarves here than goblins.” 
 
    “Hold on,” said Teryn. “Can we take a look at this?” 
 
    “If it’s quick. Shady Tooth will know we’ve stopped, but we need to keep up with DigDig.” 
 
    “Dwarven armor, dwarven weapons,” said War Cloud. “There’s bound to be good looting in all this if we took time to look. Something here has to fit one of us. Might even be some enchantments.” 
 
    “I’ve kept an eye out for signs of magic,” Yargol spoke up, shaking his head. “So far I have seen nothing but broken remnants. Nothing useful.” 
 
    “It’s not that. Look at this.” Teryn crouched down amid the fallen for a closer look. Arrows stuck out from most of them. “These are elven arrows.” 
 
    “In the dwarves? The elves shot the dwarves?” wondered Yargol. 
 
    “It fits. Look at how the bodies lay,” said Scars. He looked from the scene back to the barricade, now barely a shadow out of reach from his glowstone. The mob looked to have fallen in a general common path toward the intersection. 
 
    “Interesting. Treachery, perhaps? But why?” Yargol thought out loud. 
 
    “Not in the middle of a fight like this. Those elves had dwarves right beside them.” 
 
    “Unless it was a factional split,” said War Cloud. 
 
    A hiss from the darkness broke into their discussion. “We need to keep up with DigDig,” said Shady Tooth. “We don’t have time for ancient history nonsense.” 
 
    “The ancient is still the present down here,” Yargol countered. “We may find hints to what we face on this level and below.” 
 
    “My thoughts, too,” said Scars. “Go ahead. We’ll be right behind you. Teryn, she has a point. We need to go. What are you looking for?” 
 
    Gently, Teryn drew an arrow from a gap in one body’s ancient mail armor. She had to turn it to avoid getting the arrowhead caught on any piece on the way out, but its value was clear as soon as she had it free. “Silvered,” she said. 
 
    Yargol turned to searching the other bodies. He rolled one over, finding a skeleton long bereft of muscle or gore. It was easy enough to pull the arrow from the hollow eye. “This one, too,” he said. He turned the arrow around, looking it over before handing it to Teryn. “Seems to be in good shape.” 
 
    “So is this one,” said Teryn. “Can’t say I’m shocked. Scars, a couple of those ghouls in the prison were dwarves. One was even an elf. I didn’t think that could happen to elves.” 
 
    “Pretty sure it’s the elves who tell everyone it can’t happen to them,” grumbled War Cloud. 
 
    Teryn shrugged. “Sure, but does it happen this fast? Was this all from the same fight? Were these dwarves part of the army, only to be slain and then rise as ghouls against their own?” 
 
    “Or did they fall in the First Darkness and only meet their end here?” asked Yargol. “More to the point, what did they become the first time they died?” 
 
    “And was silver the only way to kill them?” Scars added, finishing his thought. 
 
    “Could be the elves brought nothing but silvered arrows if they were worried about it,” War Cloud put in. “It seems extravagant, but that’s the elves for you.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Scars decided. “Grab as many as you can. Make it fast. We don’t have time to linger.” 
 
    Almost as soon as he finished speaking, he felt Shady Tooth’s hand on his shoulder again. She warned the others with a short, quiet hiss. Scars looked past her in the darkness to see a soft flash of light far down the tunnel. Though the light of their glowstone covered only a short distance, DigDig could still catch and reflect it in his mirror to signal the others. 
 
    “Quietly,” Scars warned the others, his voice dropping even lower than before. “DigDig is coming back.” 
 
    No one spoke. Teryn picked up the pace of her salvage work. 
 
    DigDig flashed his mirror again from just outside the edge of the light to identify himself before coming forward. His dark face looked grave. “Problem. Maybe trouble. Gotta go back.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Scars asked. 
 
    Their guide knelt at a dwarven shield long covered in dust. He drew a cross with his finger. “Intersection. Passage leads to a bridge over a big open area,” he said, lengthening one end of the line. His finger pointed to one side of the long line. “Down here: big chasm, deep hole. Fall so far you’d run out of breath screaming before you hit bottom. Down here, other side of bridge: big hall, throne room, temple, not sure. Lots of carvings in walls. More dead dwarves. Big hall ends in throne or maybe altar. Bridge looks over it. Big stairs from both ends of the bridge go down to the hall.” 
 
    “Then what’s wrong? Is the bridge unsafe?” Scars wondered. 
 
    DigDig shook his head. “Bridge is fine. Hall below is a problem. Big, dead dwarf in armor sitting on throne or altar. Got glowing eyes.” 
 
    “Aw hell,” grumbled War Cloud. 
 
    “What color?” asked Yargol. 
 
    “What difference does that make?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Blue is one kind of evil,” Yargol explained. “Red is another.” 
 
    “Green,” said DigDig. 
 
    “Shit,” War Cloud fumed. 
 
    “What?” asked Teryn. 
 
    “Really evil,” Yargol answered. 
 
    “What the hell, DigDig?” Shady Tooth complained. “You said you know your way around.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do,” the goblin replied defensively. “Been through here a couple times. Wasn’t a big, dead dwarf with glowing eyes there before. No dwarf there at all.” 
 
    “Nor should there be,” said War Cloud. “It sounds like a temple. A throne in a dwarf temple is meant for their gods, so it’s kept empty. A body on that seat is sacrilege.” 
 
    “Scars, whatever that is, we do not want it to see us,” said Yargol. “Not even from below us or at a distance.” 
 
    “Where else do we go?” he asked, looking to their guide. 
 
    DigDig shook his head, looking grim. “Most other halls are caved in or full of traps. Worse traps than before. Only other one is close, but it leads to tombs. Never went through there.” 
 
    “And we don’t want to try it now, either,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “Damn it,” Shady Tooth fumed. “Well, what if we do get past here? What’s on the other side of that bridge?” 
 
    “Old miners’ homes,” said DigDig. He extended the line and then drew a few short intersections at the far end. “Smaller bridges back here, going over another chasm. Thinner, but it gives us more distance. Leads to old mines.” 
 
    “And how do you know these are miners’ homes?” asked Shady Tooth. “Can you read ancient dwarven runes?” 
 
    “Little bit. Picks and shovels are carved everywhere and side tunnels lead to mines, too. Got carts full of rocks in the halls. But that could all be coincidence,” the goblin went on, staring at her dryly. “Rushing to judgment, you know? Don’t want to stereotype dwarves living next to a mine with lots of mining equipment as miners. Maybe they were artists?” 
 
    Shady Tooth’s lower lip pushed its way up against the other in an intense frown. “Fine.” 
 
    “Other problem,” DigDig went on. He waved his fingers over the diagram, going from the chasm toward the chamber. “Little breeze going this way.” 
 
    “You think that’s suspicious?” wondered Teryn. 
 
    “Worried he might have smelled me,” said DigDig. “I’m clean, but I’m still alive.” 
 
    “And hungry undead can smell the living from a mile away,” muttered War Cloud. 
 
    “Right. We don’t have much choice,” said Scars. 
 
    “Can you elaborate?” asked Yargol. “Everything DigDig laid out for us sounds like it’s not an option. And we don’t dare go back.” 
 
    “We cross the bridge. DigDig, how high is the rail?” 
 
    “Waist height for a dwarf.” He held his hand at little more than two feet. 
 
    “Are there bodies strewn everywhere, like in these halls?” 
 
    “No. Like it was cleared off.” 
 
    “Somehow that’s even less inviting,” muttered Teryn. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” said Scars. “We get to the bridge and then crawl across. Slow and quiet. If it takes us an hour to get across that damn bridge, so be it. And if that thing spots us, we run. We can’t have any light, but at least that bridge is a straight shot. One of us can guide Teryn through.” Scars looked to each of his companions. “Simple enough?” 
 
    Uneasy glances swept the group. Shady Tooth let out a tense, frustrated breath. “Tighten down your packs,” she said. “Mail armor, too. If anything rattles or bumps, leave it here. If your weapon bounces on your belt, take the belt off and carry it. If your waterskin sloshes, drink it all down now. Half of being quiet is in minding what you carry.” 
 
    Minutes later, their equipment checked, the group set out. Teryn kept one hand on War Cloud’s shoulder on the way to the bridge. Walking blind meant walking slowly, but she showed trust in her companions. The others had little trouble making out the grey bridge stretching out ahead in the darkness. 
 
    The bridge was wide enough to allow for passing wagons on either side. With the great hall down to the left of their path on the bridge, DigDig guided the crew over toward the right. A soft breeze blew over the span just as the goblin had warned. Though nothing else made a sound, the sheer emptiness of it all gave the impression of a vast cavern and an equally vast drop. 
 
    Everyone took to their hands and knees without hesitation or complaint. Scars took that for a good sign. Nobody slacked or tried to crouch instead of crawl. They all took it seriously. Shady Tooth and War Cloud kept to Teryn’s sides to help her along. 
 
    Perspective set in after the first endless minute of crawling. Though accustomed to darkness, none of them saw as far in such black conditions as they could in natural light. They couldn’t make out the other side. This would take time. 
 
    Though he looked back to his companions once or twice, Scars mostly kept his head down and kept going. He knew how badly they surely wanted to bitch and moan about this. He already felt the need, too. He also dreaded the eventual horror of someone sneezing or coughing or any other involuntary bit of noise that might doom them all. 
 
    They made it perhaps a quarter of the way without incident or sound. 
 
    Then half. 
 
    Two-thirds. 
 
    The thump-clank of plate armor at the end of the bridge froze the entire group. They’d heard not a sound all this way. Nothing hinted at anyone ascending the stairs at the other end of the bridge. One moment it was all shrouded in darkness, and in the next a new obstacle stood in their way. 
 
    Armor and weaponry made up most of his visage. The dwarf was covered from head to toe in steel plates and scale mail, clutching a large and ancient battle hammer in his gauntleted hands. He looked as if everything about him were metal but for the white beard sticking out from his helm and the unsettling green light of his eyes. 
 
    That emerald glow spread around the dwarf, encompassing the bridge right to the last crawling form. Light reflected from the bridge and the dwarf’s own armor to create a little light behind him, illuminating the archway into the cave wall at the end of the bridge. 
 
    Naturally, the undead thing planted himself squarely in the middle of their path. 
 
    “Strange,” said the dwarf. “This is a strange sight.” 
 
    Scars rose slowly. He didn’t want to make a threat of himself to an undead monster willing to speak, but he didn’t want to die on his hands and knees, either. He heard the others shuffle to their feet behind him. “We didn’t want to disturb you,” he said. 
 
    “Heh. So you crawled across the bridge like worms?” 
 
    “You looked peaceful in your chair,” Scars replied evenly. 
 
    “Cowards.” 
 
    “No. Considerate. No need for insult.” 
 
    “Ha! You talk pretty for an orc. Look prettier than most, too.” 
 
    “And you’re lacking an accent for a proper dwarf,” said Scars. 
 
    “Aw, for the love of—that’s a stupid stereotype!” snapped the dwarf. “We don’t all talk like that. Not all of us have a burr from the highlands. How many dwarves have you actually met?” 
 
    Scars blinked. “…only a few?” 
 
    “There, see? You’re speaking in ignorance.” 
 
    “I apologize,” said Scars. He wasn’t sure what else he was supposed to say to that. 
 
    “Good. Huh. Maybe you are considerate. Weird for an—ah! There, see? I’m doing it, too.” 
 
    “Who are you?” asked Teryn. 
 
    “A human? Strange to see a human down here. Stranger still with goblin folk. And orcs. And a gnoll, and…whatever.” The dwarf huffed himself out of that line of thought. “You stand before Angus Keenan Stonefrost, Battlemaster of Clan Ironhall.” 
 
    “That’s a very, um…” Teryn gulped, fishing for a compliment. “…dwarven name.” 
 
    “It’s family tradition!” 
 
    “Mm-hrm.” 
 
    “I’m named for my grandpa. Or I was. Truth be told, I debate if I should still claim to be the man I once was. Those days are dead and buried under corpses and lies. Ironhall forfeited their rights to these halls long ago. Doesn’t matter how many times they try to take it back. They’re not getting it.” 
 
    “How long have you been here?” asked Yargol. 
 
    “I don’t know. How long has it been since Thrandor fell?” 
 
    “A thousand years,” Yargol answered. “One thousand and seven, actually.” 
 
    “Then there’s your answer.” 
 
    “You were part of the clan? You were here for the First Darkness?” 
 
    “The First? So there were more?” Angus spread his arms wide. “I don’t get much news down here. Not a lot of traffic. Then again, I’ve made an effort at that. Coming from the way you have, I’m sure you get my meaning.” 
 
    “It is known as the First Darkness, yes,” Yargol explained. “When the curse of undeath rose up from beneath the earth amid a war for this very hold, spreading throughout…” His voice trailed off. Angus was laughing. 
 
    “Rose up? It just sprouted out of the ground like a bloom of mushrooms?” he asked. 
 
    “More like a plague. Undead were known to the world before then, but they were exceedingly rare. Every account could point to a specific curse or a crime against the gods as its origin. With the First Darkness, undeath spread throughout the realms of the dwarves and goblins, and then to the surface.” Yargol hesitated before saying more. “Scholars know the clan fought for the hold against a goblin king when it happened. It is believed the goblins unleashed some terrible sorcery to win the war.” 
 
    “Is that the belief?” asked Angus. “You sound doubtful, little creature.” 
 
    “None of this was taught to me as a cub,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Me neither,” said DigDig. 
 
    “Why would it be?” asked War Cloud. “You think the goblins want the blame for this?” 
 
    “For a powerful curse unleashed upon the world?” countered Shady Tooth. “One that leaves humans haunted and slaughtered, their children hiding under their beds? It wouldn’t be blame. These days, it would be pride.” 
 
    Yargol shook his head. “I have read only sparse accounts. The matter is strangely lacking for detail given the extent of other histories of this hold. Almost as if something was deliberately left unsaid. It seems plausible…and yet.” 
 
    “And yet it’s a lie,” said Angus. “The goblins invaded, yes. We fought for the hold until bodies filled the mines. The undead didn’t come from them. They came from us.” 
 
    “What happened?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “The lord of the hold got scared. He didn’t know what to do against goblins in such numbers and led by a goblin king with some backbone. The elves wouldn’t come and the humans didn’t live in any real numbers close by. He didn’t believe we could hold on our own, so he found his reinforcements down here. He ordered us to open the crypts and raise our own dead to fight again.” 
 
    “That’s insane,” said Yargol. 
 
    “That’s what I said. But I was a good soldier. I followed orders. You see where that got me.” 
 
    “And so the undead claimed the hold,” said Scars. 
 
    “Yes. And kept the bastards of our clan from reclaiming it. Ironhall doesn’t get to come back from this. Ironhall can live with their shame.” 
 
    “Trouble,” Shady Tooth hissed. “Behind us.” 
 
    Scars looked back. Movement in the shadows of the hall became clearer as shapes edged into the light—dwarven shapes in dwarven armor. 
 
    “Still,” Angus continued, “can’t have goblin folk running around down here, either. This is a dwarven hold. You don’t belong.” 
 
    “We’re on our way out,” said Teryn. 
 
    “No worries. I’ll rid this place of you faster than your feet ever could.” 
 
    “Hold on,” said Scars. 
 
    “Why, so you can talk your way out of this, orc?” Angus sneered. 
 
    “Obviously!” 
 
    “Oh, now you’re giving away the game.” 
 
    “No, listen,” said Scars. “You’ve been down here since the First Darkness. That’s a thousand years. No one knows your story. No one knows how you were betrayed. The kings and priests covered it up. Don’t you want the rest of the world to know? The rest of your people?” 
 
    “What, so you’re going to tell them for me?” Angus scoffed. “Who’d believe an orc? Or a goblin? Or the sort of human who’d run around with them?” 
 
    “No, not me,” Scars countered, still reaching for a stronger defense. “Another dwarf. The one who’s chasing us.” 
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    “Adventurers hit the upper levels yesterday. Wiped most of our garrison out, but we escaped. They’re still hunting us, though. Vowed to take us all out. One of them is a dwarf. He’s got some sort of, uh, tracking ability. But it only works while we’re alive.” 
 
    “Oh, come on.” 
 
    “No, it’s true!” Teryn joined in. “The dwarf has a special ability that allows him to track anyone by their, um, blood. As long as he’s cut them before. Like he cut Scars,” she said, jerking her thumb at him. “They’re called the Bloodtrac—Bloodhunters! They’re Bloodhunters.” Then she shrugged. “Adventurers, you know?” 
 
    Those glowing eyes narrowed again. “And how’s one become a Bloodhunter?” 
 
    “You have to be a fighter and sort of a rogue,” she explained. “Enough of a rogue to know how to fight them. A rogue-fighter, kind of.” Again, she gestured at Scars lamely. “Doesn’t he look a little roguish to you?” 
 
    “What was that about stereotyping?” War Cloud muttered behind her. 
 
    “So he’s bound to come down here, huh?” asked Angus. 
 
    “Sworn to it,” said Scars. “He can’t stop until the oath is finished. Blood oath. Serious stuff.” 
 
    “Sworn on his blood, or yours?” 
 
    Scars held back a wince. Which was more likely for the dwarves? “Mine?” 
 
    Angus grunted. “Fine. So he’s bound to come after you. Why shouldn’t I just keep you here and wait for him?” 
 
    “W-we have to keep moving or the Bloodtra-a-hunter will take his time,” said Teryn. “The only way to escape these guys is to wear them out. And you know dwarves. Hardy.” Then she winced. “Oh, sorry. ‘Nother stereotype.” 
 
    “I’m in favor of that one,” said Angus. “Alright, fine. I’ve met my share of adventurers. This all sounds plausible. But what difference does it make? If he’s a dwarf in these halls, he’s probably another Ironhall whelp I’ll wind up killing anyway.” 
 
    “He’s not,” said Scars. “He declared it. Part of his oath. He’s another clan.” 
 
    “Yeah? Which? What’s his name?” 
 
    Scars grimaced. He knew that would come. What was a believable dwarf name? One that didn’t point straight back to the Ironhalls? “Seamus. His name is Seamus…Duncan…Flint. Rock. Flintrock.” 
 
    “Of what clan?” 
 
    “Beer…beard. Beerbeard.” 
 
    “Beerbeard?” asked Shady Tooth. Yargol’s hooded head hung lower. Even DigDig looked up at Scars in disbelief. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” said Angus. “I’ve been down here too long. They’re an entire clan now?” 
 
    “Um. Yes!” Teryn picked up. “They’re very influential in the south. They have a lock on the brewing industry.” 
 
    Angus let out a furious groan. “Oh, of course they do! The Beerbeard family business was in printing! They were scribes and bookkeepers! But oh no, why stick with that when you can use your name for your brand? Of all the predictable, stereo—!” He stopped. The long-dead white hair of his beard rustled. “Fine. I want to talk to this Beerbeard. You can go.” 
 
    Knowing better than to push his luck, Scars stepped forward without saying anything. So did the rest. Then Angus hefted his hammer in a ready stance again. They stopped. “Why are you set for battle if we can go?” asked Scars. 
 
    “What? No, just you. I don’t need to let all of you go.” 
 
    “It’s either all of us or none,” said Scars. 
 
    “Don’t be crazy, orc. The whole lot of you can’t take me. You don’t have the magic, and your silver won’t be enough. I can sense it.” 
 
    “I won’t leave them behind to die,” Scars replied. 
 
    “Won’t, or can’t?” 
 
    “No magic curses or bonds or any of that shit. Just friends. You want them, you go through me. I’m sure you know how it is.” 
 
    That dead beard rustled again. “Huh. Mighty honorable for an orc.” 
 
    “Now who’s stereotyping?” 
 
    The glow dimmed and narrowed again. “You’re leaving the hold? Fine. Go.” Angus lowered his hammer and stepped aside. 
 
    Wary glances flew all around, but they walked. Everyone tensed as they passed the long-dead dwarf. He made no move against any of them. Soon, Scars found himself at the archway into the next hall with his friends right behind. 
 
    “This is fine,” muttered War Cloud. “Sure none of this will bite us in the ass later.” 
 
    “Shut it,” Scars murmured back with urgency. 
 
    The hallway remained dark, still lit only by the glow of the dead dwarf’s eyes. Scars heard a skitter in the shadows, movement and a rasping breath, and then saw the glow of red eyes. The shape rushed out at him, mostly drawn and leathery skin under ragged clothes. Like Angus, her beard had long gone pale and coarse, but Scars cared only about her jagged teeth and her unnatural claws. He brought up his spear in a flash, planting it in the dwarf ghoul’s shoulder hard enough to push her back. War Cloud was already in motion, too, finishing her off with a cleaving blow from his sword. 
 
    Scars looked back to the bridge. “Angus!” 
 
    “Oh, that’s just one of the ferals,” said the ancient dwarf. “Guess we were talking too loud and woke them up. Lots of them down here. More of them than there are of us. I’m only in control of my troops.” He held up his armored hands in a helpless shrug. “You can’t expect me to command every cursed corpse down here.” 
 
    “Shit,” hissed Shady Tooth. She stood beside Scars now, staring down the dark hallway with her blades drawn. “There are more.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’ll want to get moving,” Angus said, sounding almost jolly. “If you’re fast enough through the hall, you might make to one of the next bridges. Might give you a bottleneck to cut down on their numbers. Nice meeting you.” 
 
    Scars looked back with his lip curling into an insult or a retort, but he didn’t bother. He took off running down the hall alongside his friends. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    They made it through a single block of dwarven homes before falling into a running battle. Ancient corpses rose from the shadows and crawled out of darkened windows. Dwarves and goblin folk stirred from their resting places at the scents and sounds of life. Some moved fast, others slow, some rotten and decayed and others dried out like leather, marking the only distinctions between types of undead the crew could bother with now. Only the flash of Yargol’s flames lit the way. No one had time for close examinations, anyway. 
 
    “Bridge isn’t far! Go, go!” urged DigDig. He stuck close to Scars at the front, though their difference in size made it tough to match his pace. He also didn’t want to get in the way when Scars swung that blade. With one broad motion, Scars hewed through the neck of one dwarf zombie and knocked aside another. DigDig sailed in at his open side, slamming his shovel into the face of an undead goblin who thought to exploit the gap. 
 
    “Which way?” grunted Scars. 
 
    “Two more crossings,” DigDig answered, thinking fast. “Then turn right.” 
 
    Teryn came up behind Scars at his other side, jabbing her sword into a fallen dwarf to make sure it stayed down. Switching her weapons made sense; even if her every arrow hit its mark, she’d run out before shooting made any difference. “And where does that take us?” 
 
    DigDig swung again to finish off his opponent before it rose. His breath was already ragged from fighting and running. Did he have to explain everything now, too? “Over old mines. Shafts go deep, like chasm behind us. Smaller bridges. Wood and rope.” 
 
    “Then we can cut them behind us and lose our pursuit,” said Scars. He met the headlong charge of another goblin with his shield, knocking it to the floor. “Good thinking, DigDig.” 
 
    “Yeah. Right,” DigDig huffed, running alongside Scars again. He hadn’t thought of that part at all. 
 
    “She meant to ask where that bridge takes us,” Shady Tooth corrected, following with the others. She always expected more out of him, no matter what he said. Maybe it was part of being a bigger kind of goblin folk. Bugbears always wanted more from goblins. More work, more space, more power. More of everything. 
 
    “Trade post. Old trade post at the…edge of the…dwarf roads,” he answered, breathing hard. “Big gate down there. Closed. Have to open it. You’re all too big to slip through.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” grumbled Shady Tooth. 
 
    DigDig saw more movement at the next intersection. Some of the undead shambled while others crawled. Some didn’t wait for the crew to close in. “Fight up ahead,” he warned. 
 
    “Scars, I can’t see,” said Teryn. “Even with Yargol’s magic, it’s too dark.” 
 
    Their guide had a hand in his belt pouch before she finished speaking. He only thought of the drawback once the glowstone was out in the open: he couldn’t hold it and swing his shovel with any real effectiveness. The shovel worked best with two hands. Lacking a better alternative, DigDig hurled the glowstone into the mob of zombies and ghouls. 
 
    He didn’t like the effect the light had on their enemies. Now he had a better sense of their numbers and their ferocious looks. It only made the whole scene scarier. 
 
    “Good job,” declared Yargol. A flaming icicle rushed past DigDig’s head, stabbing one ghoul dead center in the chest. The thing stumbled and fell, catching fire to become a burning obstacle its fellows had to avoid. 
 
    DigDig grunted out a wordless thanks. He supposed it was a good job…not that he’d thought of how it would help the magician when he threw it. 
 
    “Smash through,” War Cloud urged the others. “Nothing here will show mercy.” 
 
    The gnoll crowded past DigDig, moving from rearguard to the frontline beside Scars. DigDig felt a hand on his shoulder slowing him up. Yargol ran alongside with advice: “Let the bigger ones lead.” 
 
    Teryn seemed to have the same idea. DigDig caught sight of her at Yargol’s opposite side, her blade up and ready. He meant to say something, but a gnoll’s war cry and the crash of bodies derailed his thought. An instant later, Shady Tooth leaped past, bringing both feet forward as she flew between War Cloud and Scars to crash into an undead hobgoblin. 
 
    The world fell into shadows and slaughter. Big bodies with big weapons pressed in, hacking and cleaving through the hall. Dried and desiccated long ago, the undead did not bleed much, but little bits of them landed at DigDig’s feet. He searched for some way to be useful from behind the crew’s muscle, ready to dish out some pain with his shovel. Nothing offered a clear shot. Yargol threw more magic and even Teryn could lunge past their line to stab at one of the ghouls, but DigDig saw no way to help. It was all so much bigger than him. 
 
    He usually avoided big stuff. He couldn’t match the bluster and brawn of the leaders of his kind. King Mierrek was a hobgoblin, along with most of his court—all of them bigger than goblins. Yet the other goblins pushed DigDig around, too. He wasn’t small for a goblin, but it didn’t matter when there were always two or more against him, with others to back them up. 
 
    Nobody wanted him around, no matter how hard he worked or how helpful he could be. He never knew why. DigDig stuck to the shadows and kept to himself. 
 
    Now he had a crew and no way to help them. 
 
    “Push forward. Hold the line,” Scars ordered. “Keep it—argh!” A goblin ghoul slashed him with its clawed hands while he was on the backswing. Scars wrenched free of his attacker before its fingers got caught in his armor. DigDig stepped up to swat it, but War Cloud kicked the ghoul away first. 
 
    The damage was done. DigDig could already see the wounded arm stiffen up. Scars stepped back in the line despite his own calls. He kept his blade up as a sharp barrier rather than swinging with an arm he couldn’t trust. His shield became his primary tool. “Watch the claws,” he warned. 
 
    DigDig thought he might step in to help fill the gap. Scars never left him room enough to move in. War Cloud shifted over, grasping the top end of his greatsword with a gauntleted hand to shove several more undead goblins back. Along with his shift in tactics, War Cloud poured on the ferocity to make up for his companion’s debility. 
 
    To the right, Shady Tooth plunged one knife into the neck of a dwarf and used it to wrench the foe back behind her. It tumbled to the ground as she pressed on. DigDig brought the edge of his shovel down on the zombie dwarf’s neck to finish it off, but he knew as he hit the effort was unnecessary. It wasn’t getting up again. 
 
    He looked back to Shady Tooth in time to see her come face to face with an undead bugbear even larger than herself. Her knives flashed, digging into the pale monster. She turned it aside and shoved it against the porch of a ruined dwarf home, hacking and slashing while the ghoul clawed at her in turn. DigDig couldn’t see an angle where he could help. He turned to take her spot in the front line, but Teryn stepped in first. 
 
    “Help Shady Tooth!” she told him. 
 
    “I’ve got her,” said Yargol. Though living and dead bugbears continued to grapple, Yargol found an opening for his spear in the ghoul’s side. It was all the edge Shady Tooth needed. 
 
    “Are we getting anywhere with this?” asked Teryn, still swinging. 
 
    “Yes,” said Scars. “Keep fighting, there’s an end to—aw, shit.” 
 
    DigDig didn’t see the trouble, but he heard the heavy thump of footsteps right before Scars came tumbling back past him. Dwarves and goblins turned to ghouls were bad enough, but the undead ogre that crashed into Scars brought a whole new sense of menace. Brawny muscles and long, wild hair rushed overhead in DigDig’s vision as it lurched to one side, swatting down Teryn, and then back the other way—only to catch War Cloud’s greatsword in its upper arm. 
 
    They pushed against one another, caught by the embedded blade and a not-yet-severed limb. The ogre bellowed in rage. War Cloud roared back even louder. 
 
    DigDig saw his chance. He ducked around and past the ogre, rising up in time for a decayed dwarf to lunge at him. A panicked swing of DigDig’s shovel took the dwarf’s rotting head clean off its shoulders. He spun back around, finding the contest of strength unlikely to break War Cloud’s way. 
 
    Though the ogre no longer felt pain, it still needed functioning legs. DigDig swung the edge of his shovelhead into the back of the ogre’s knee with all his might. Hobbled from behind, the ogre collapsed in the test of might against War Cloud. The victor put a boot in its side to wrench his blade free. DigDig helped keep the enemy down with a nasty shovel blow to the face. By the time War Cloud came in with a killing blow, Scars piled on with his sword, too. The ogre didn’t rise again. 
 
    “We need to keep going,” said Yargol. He stepped past the victors, thrusting both hands out at their foes. Black liquid jetted out from his hands, splashing out in a small wave—and shrieking with a dozen voices. Goblin and dwarf ghouls collapsed amid the rush of howling acid. The fumes left even Yargol wincing and choking, but the magician had enough presence of mind to throw down another glowstone to illuminate the path ahead. 
 
    Scars paused to take stock of the crew. His left arm still wasn’t moving and the ogre’s charge hadn’t left him unscathed. War Cloud seemed no worse for wear. Teryn bled from several cuts but so far she seemed unfazed by the touch of the undead. On the porch of the dwarven home at their side, Shady Tooth emerged victorious from her fight with the bugbear ghoul—though staggering and bleeding. Like Scars, her muscles tightened up from the ghouls’ touch, only for her it was all over her back. “Right behind,” she huffed. 
 
    “I’ll help her,” DigDig announced, rushing to her side. “Go. One more crossing, then turn right. Go.” 
 
    None of the others waited around to argue. Shady Tooth scowled down at him. “You aren’t strong enough. Not even tall enough. You can’t help me.” 
 
    “Shut up. Can, too. Lean on my shoulder. C’mon.” 
 
    Scowling deeper, she jammed one knife into its sheath before leaning on DigDig’s shoulder, almost as if to prove a point. “Can’t even use you as a crutch,” she muttered…until she stepped once and found she could do exactly that. 
 
    Crashes and a few screams beckoned them forward. Her limp picked up speed. DigDig kept up with her and even pulled her into a faster pace. “Pretty strong for a goblin,” she conceded. 
 
    “Strong legs, strong back,” he grunted. “Think I don’t work around here? All I do is carry shit. Up and down, back and forth.” 
 
    “If you work and you’re not weak, why do they hate you?” huffed Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Don’t know,” he said, and then added a lie: “Don’t care now.” 
 
    “Huh. Yeah. Guess not.” 
 
    They soon passed Yargol’s glowstone, but Teryn now wielded her own. Flashes of Yargol’s magic added to the light. The same mix of ghouls and zombies came at them again, mostly from the passage breaking off to the right. 
 
    War Cloud held the center of the intersection as the others pushed on. He met the leading undead hobgoblin with a low and wide slash and another roar. It was the kind of move skilled swordsmen didn’t make often, all power and extension while leaving themselves open, but War Cloud didn’t worry about this enemy’s savvy. He connected directly in the undead hobgoblin’s side—and split him into two brightly burning halves with a flare of magic. 
 
    “Whoa!” blurted DigDig. 
 
    “Why didn’t you do that before?” snapped Shady Tooth as they closed in. 
 
    War Cloud kicked the top half of the hobgoblin up off the ground at its brethren. The corpse still glowed with heat like an oversized piece of charcoal. The other ghouls shrank back. Dumber and slower than the ghouls, one of the zombies stumbled over the corpse and caught fire. “I can’t exactly do it all day,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “Can you do it quieter?” Shady Tooth asked. “You’ll wake every corpse in the hold.” 
 
    War Cloud kicked the remainder of the glowing corpse down the hall. “They’re already awake.” He patted DigDig’s free shoulder. “Here, let me help her.” 
 
    DigDig let War Cloud take over without argument. Resistance was lighter up ahead. The others were almost at the intersection now. Yargol hurled another fiery spell around the corner to their right in advance of their run. Scars and Teryn moved in. DigDig rushed forward, thinking of the rail tracks and mine carts down the hall… 
 
    …No. Not this hall. The next. He cursed himself as he heard more sounds of battle among his crew. “Wrong turn!” he shouted. “Wrong turn! Next one! Need the next one!” 
 
    “What?” snapped more than one of his allies. 
 
    A decaying dwarf missing one arm stumbled out of the intersection to collapse on the ground. DigDig closed in to finish it with a shovelhead to the face. He looked up to find Scars, Teryn, and Yargol already twenty feet down a dark hall leading to nothing but more enemies. DigDig waved for them to come back. “Wrong turn! Wrong tunnel!” 
 
    “Damn it, you said—!” Scars fumed, slamming another zombie down with his shield. 
 
    “Got confused. Lots of tunnels. Sorry!” 
 
    “’Sorry’ won’t keep us alive,” Shady Tooth complained. War Cloud helped her past the intersection as they others turned and ran, covered by another rush of screaming acid. 
 
    “Save it,” Scars told her. He ran beside DigDig on the way to the next corner. “It’s the next one? You’re sure?” 
 
    “Rails. Carts on rails,” DigDig managed. His words came between short, shallow breaths. “Dwarves took things back and forth to the bridge on rails.” 
 
    “You holding up okay?” Scars asked. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” He didn’t know how else he could answer that. It wasn’t as if anyone was going to carry him. He’d almost been better off helping Shady Tooth. It kept him motivated. 
 
    “Did you say carts? Going our way?” asked Yargol. The magician worked even harder to keep up with the rest. 
 
    “Yes. All rusted now. Broken. Won’t move.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    “Probably be more undead in the tunnel,” DigDig added. “Lots of undead.” 
 
    “Something else you might have mentioned,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “How is that any different from the rest of this?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    They found the answer to his question as soon as they turned the corner. Light from Teryn’s glowstone shined down a long hallway descending into darkness. As DigDig described, a pair of mining carts sat side by side on ancient rails running down the middle of the passage. Ancient shelves and storage bins lined the walls at the mouth of the passage, most of them long broken or collapsing in decay. 
 
    Bodies lined the passage, too—dozens of them, spreading from the carts on into the darkness, made up of dwarven workers and guards and at least as many goblin raiders. Some of their number had already stirred to their feet. The rest looked about to follow as movement spread throughout their open tomb. 
 
    “I need them kept back for a couple of minutes,” said Yargol. 
 
    “Oh, is that all?” War Cloud grumbled. 
 
    “You’re half of our shooting ability,” said Scars. Beside him, Teryn sheathed her sword in favor of her bow. Already, they heard the hungry, rasping howl of ghouls. 
 
    “Then we need to broaden our capabilities,” said the magician. 
 
    Yargol set the bottom of his spear on the ground, leaving it standing upright as he released it and stepped toward the carts. It promptly tilted into a fall stopped only by Scars. He caught the weapon before it hit the floor, reversed his grip and hurled it down the hall into the chest of one of the approaching zombies. The thing collapsed with a gurgle. 
 
    Though his face was still obscured by the shadows of his hood, Yargol’s exasperation was clear as he looked back to Scars. “Oh, shit. I’m sorry,” said the crew’s leader. “I thought you were done with it.” 
 
    Sighing, Yargol knelt behind one of the carts. Scars motioned to DigDig. “Keep him covered. War Cloud, take the left. Shady Tooth?” 
 
    “Still stiff. Fucking ghouls,” she growled. Shady Tooth staggered forward without support from War Cloud to lean against one of the carts. 
 
    Scars moved up parallel to War Cloud. Teryn stayed close behind him, rapidly shooting one arrow after another down the hall. DigDig watched with surprise at her speed. She didn’t hit with every shot, but she was steady despite her pace. Clearly, she had practiced this. She was also mindful to use the silver-tipped arrows in her quiver, as evidenced by the sudden, shrieking death suffered by one ghoul who took a shaft through the chest. 
 
    “You fixing the wheels?” DigDig asked Yargol. 
 
    The magician had his hands under the iron cart. DigDig waited through an uncomfortable stretch of nothing but the sounds of ghoul and zombie-smashing from his companions before Yargol answered. He thought he heard a metallic clank. “The wheels and the rails,” said Yargol. “We need the whole system to work properly.” 
 
    “How long will that take? Doesn’t this spell take longer than the others?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “As it turns out, with a little extra effort and energy…I can work fast,” murmured Yargol. He faced the cart as he spoke, still completely covered by his robe and hood except for his hands. A quick series of metallic clanks rang out again, this time stretching off down into the hall. 
 
    “Can’t be fast enough,” growled the bugbear. “DigDig, behind us.” 
 
    More of the undead came up from their path. Decayed forms came up on their rear, more in a shuffle than a run. The crew had already faced those who could move faster. Still, their slower movement made this wall of death no less threatening. Once they came within reach, they’d hit hard. Hit and bite. 
 
    DigDig looked in the carts for something to throw. He found a few discarded bricks and hurled a couple of them at the approaching threat, but they did little good. He heard another set of clunks from the carts as he wound up for his next throw. The zombies were not indifferent to his bricks, with one collapsing after a nasty blow to the head, but his efforts hardly provided a deterrent. 
 
    Shady Tooth growled as she struggled to pull her knife from its sheath. She still had trouble moving. The rest of the group still had their hands full. DigDig took a deep breath, hefting his shovel up with both hands and setting his feet to charge in. Yargol needed room. Maybe he could buy that. 
 
    As he launched into his run, a hand grasped his shoulder to yank him back. DigDig’s legs didn’t get the same message. The contrast pulled him right off his feet to land him on his butt. Yargol stepped past him, shouting something DigDig didn’t understand before he slammed both of his hands down on the floor. 
 
    Thunder and lightning burst from that same spot on the floor, flashing and booming left and right all the way down the hall back to the intersection. Crackling electricity caught one zombie after another. Most staggered back or fell altogether. Some caught fire. The display lasted only an instant but it nearly cleared the back of the hall. 
 
    DigDig looked on in awe. Even the sounds of battle on the other side of the carts slackened. “What the hell?” Shady Tooth snapped. “You were sitting on that little trick this whole time?” 
 
    “I can’t do that all day,” Yargol fairly groaned. The magician’s fatigue was plain as he turned around with his head hung low. “It’s more flash than harm. Many will get up again.” 
 
    “Still!” she fumed. 
 
    “And you were all in my way,” he added. “The cart will move. Someone needs to push it. Hard.” The magician heaved himself inside, practically rolling over the edge. “The brake is on the right. Pull it and get me moving. I have one more spell to throw.” 
 
    “This I can do,” said Shady Tooth. She crouched against the cart and nodded to DigDig. The handbrake stuck out of the back right corner as a handle rising just over the edge. He threw it and jerked his hand back as Shady Tooth pushed hard. 
 
    The cart wasn’t heavy, nor was Yargol. Shady Tooth had plenty of muscle. Gravity helped even more. The cart rolled past Scars and War Cloud in a rush, plunging toward the greater mob of oncoming corpses. DigDig understood using the cart as a weapon to disrupt the mob, but he never thought Yargol would ride it. 
 
    Then a horde of flaming bats erupted from Yargol’s hands to scour the path ahead and to the sides. DigDig watched Yargol burn zombie after zombie while others directly in front of him were battered aside by the weight of the cart. If the magician could cover only so much distance with his spell, the rolling cart surely added to it by carrying him along as he poured out more flame. Every squealing bat that missed its mark promptly whirled and dove back down until it burst into flames against a target. Magical fire scoured the passage for many yards ahead. 
 
    Only a handful of zombies remained, all of them up near the rest of the crew. Scars and War Cloud put them down quickly. Teryn stepped in with her sword again, saving her arrows now that the bulk of the enemy had been put down. DigDig helped Shady Tooth to her feet. 
 
    Behind them, stunned and charred zombie survivors of Yargol’s lightning stirred once more. They moved even slower now, many of them missing limbs, but the threat remained. Others approached from farther back along the passage. “Boss,” DigDig warned. “Gotta go.” 
 
    “Right. Push through,” said Scars. “Let’s move!” 
 
    Scars led by example, swatting aside charred and stunned zombies with Teryn beside him. War Cloud got his arm around Shady Tooth to follow. Free of burdens and able to duck around their remaining enemies, DigDig found the energy for a sprint down the hallway. Someone had to get to Yargol. 
 
    The firebats hadn’t caught every zombie. A shambling goblin and a dwarf missing one arm hovered over the cart. A flaming icicle shot out of the cart, catching the goblin at the shoulder but seeming to do little harm. The dwarf swung in with its one good fist to slam Yargol down. The goblin zombie climbed up onto the front of the cart. 
 
    “No, no!” DigDig yelled, if only to distract them. He couldn’t break their focus until he came in at the dwarf with a full charge, raising his shovel raised like a spear. DigDig embedded the head of his shovel in the dwarf’s neck, decayed flesh yielding to its dulled edge. The collision brought them both down on the stone-tiled floor. It also brought the undead goblin off the cart. 
 
    DigDig couldn’t wrench his weapon free. The remaining zombie loomed over him. 
 
    Fire arced out of the cart, trailing from Yargol’s hands as he leaped out to grab the goblin by the shoulder. His hood fell back while in flight, revealing a bugbear’s feline nose under mismatched eyes, one goblin and the other a hobgoblin’s. Stitches all across his face marked the borders of sharply different tones of grey and green in his skin. The image lasted only a split second as Yargol’s weight took the zombie goblin down almost on top of him. DigDig abandoned his shovel to pull Yargol away. He kicked the burning zombie aside to get them both clear. 
 
    “You alright?” asked DigDig. 
 
    Yargol pulled his hood over his head again. “I’ll manage.” 
 
    “No time, let’s move,” said Scars. The big warrior hardly slowed as he swept Yargol up off the floor. DigDig forced himself to his feet, glancing backward only once. The sight of more bodies still in pursuit gave him the push to continue. 
 
    Nothing more blocked their path to the end of the passage. The exit lay clear but for a cart waiting at the bottom and an overturned shelf along one side. Another archway opened out into darkness beyond. “Bridge is on the other side,” said DigDig, gasping for breath. “Wood bridge to mines. Cut through there to the trade post. Safest way.” 
 
    “War Cloud?” asked Scars. 
 
    “I don’t sense anything ahead of us,” answered the gnoll. “Only behind us. And to the sides.” 
 
    “Path to right is broader, but goes through more ruins,” DigDig agreed. “More bodies. Path to left is collapsed.” 
 
    “The bridge it is, then,” Scars decided. 
 
    The archway opened into a cavern, where the floor ran only another twenty feet before dropping out into a deep chasm going left and right. As DigDig said, stone walkways paralleled the chasm to either direction, but to the left the floor had given out not far from the archway. 
 
    A wooden bridge offered a path straight ahead across the chasm, spanning fifty feet and leading to another archway and another tunnel. Little in the way of safety rails lined the bridge. Age had left some of its planks thin and others with gaps. “Stay along the nails,” DigDig warned. “Nails mean support from below. Middle might not hold up for you big ones.” 
 
    “And it’s thin enough to burn in our wake,” said Teryn. 
 
    “You share my thoughts,” said Scars. “Let’s go. Walk across in a staggered—” 
 
    “Wait,” said War Cloud. “There’s something on the other side.” 
 
    “We don’t have a lot of time to wait,” noted Shady Tooth. “We’re still being chased.” 
 
    “No, something is moving in there,” said Yargol. He whispered a word no one recognized, reaching out into the air with one hand. A ball of pale light floated from his palm to hang in the air over the other side of the bridge. 
 
    A lone figure stepped out from the darkened tunnel on the other side in the armor of an elven warrior. Chalk white hair hung from his equally pale head. His eyes glowed with a foreboding red light, while his face seemed to have decayed into a permanent expression of malevolence. For all the ancient age of everything else in the lower levels, including the walking corpse himself, his blade and shield looked perfectly functional. 
 
    “He’s alone,” Scars sighed. His annoyance matched his fatigue. “What makes him special?” 
 
    “That’s a wight,” said War Cloud. “A fallen warrior corrupted in death. More powerful that the rest.” 
 
    “Come for me, little monsters,” beckoned the foe on the other side of the bridge. “It’s been so long since I had a visit from the living.” 
 
    “He’ll be unharmed by ordinary weapons, too,” said Yargol. “Anything but silver and magic.” Though exhausted, the magician rallied his strength to hurl an Icefire Dagger across the chasm. The wight merely blocked it with his shield. 
 
    While his missile was still in flight, Teryn had her bow up and ready. She aimed low at her foe in anticipation of the move with his shield. Her arrow flew faster than the ice, plunging through the wight’s armor just over his hip. The wight hissed in pain and anger, stepping back with a renewed glare across the chasm. When Teryn’s second silvered arrow came in, he was ready for it. The shaft broke against his shield. 
 
    “Tell me this is not all you have,” the wight taunted. 
 
    “It’s not,” War Cloud said almost under his breath. “I can take him.” 
 
    “Maybe we can’t hurt him, but we can all pitch him off the bridge,” Scars considered. 
 
    “Touching him will drain your life. I can hurt him,” said War Cloud. “I can do this.” 
 
    Scars hesitated. Behind him, Yargol and Teryn shot again to little effect. The wight stepped onto the bridge, seemingly tired of waiting. Scars nodded. “Go.” 
 
    War Cloud ventured out under cover from magical fire and well-aimed arrows. Teryn caught the wight in the shoulder over his shield, but the arrow only tore through the flesh and fell away. The wight seemed more angered than hurt. 
 
    “Step close to the nails!” DigDig warned as War Cloud charged in. 
 
    The wight met War Cloud’s charge by rushing in with his shield. Crashing together at the center of the bridge, the wight attempted to swing his blade around his own shield to catch War Cloud in the back. Supernatural or not, his attack faltered against the gnoll’s might. War Cloud pushed his enemy back several feet before they broke off again. Swords clashed as the fight opened up. Every thrust and swing struck against a well-timed parry. 
 
    “Gotta help him,” DigDig thought out loud. 
 
    “There’s no room for more than one,” said Yargol. “Even this is dangerous.” 
 
    “We can buy time for him and for us,” Scars decided. “Teryn. Help me out.” He stepped back into the tunnel to wrap his hands around the old shelves. Grunting with effort, Scars pulled one great wooden shelf down to block their path. The zombies coming up the passage howled with frustration and rage. Teryn saw what he meant to do and quickly came to his aid with the other shelf. 
 
    “Shady Tooth?” asked Yargol. “What about you?” 
 
    “It’s getting better,” she fumed. Though bugbear tried to roll her shoulders, her muscles were still too stiff from the touch of the ghouls. “But not fast enough.” 
 
    On the bridge, War Cloud hammered away at his enemy. Size and strength proved critical as usual in such battles. The wight continued to give ground, getting more use from his shield than his sword, but the battle was still undecided. A moment of overextension left War Cloud open for a stab at his thigh. The wight’s blade cut deep, but War Cloud fought on. 
 
    “Gotta help,” DigDig decided. 
 
    Shady Tooth caught him by the shoulder before he made it another step. “You have no magic and there’s no room. You’d only be underfoot.” 
 
    DigDig’s eyes widened. “Right!” He slipped free of Shady Tooth’s grasp, but didn’t rush out onto the bridge. Ignoring her calls and Yargol’s, DigDig slipped through the first gap in the wooden planks. 
 
    With plenty of framework under the bridge, DigDig quickly worked his way across with deft hands and more than one dangerous jump. In moments, he heard the fight moving along over his head. Their shadows passed through gaps and holes in the planks. 
 
    “Are you tiring, beast?” he heard the wight ask. “I never tire anymore. Never sleep. Nor shall you once you serve me in death.” 
 
    War Cloud kept coming. DigDig saw him move through cracks in the wood. He jumped over one last gap in the support frame, catching himself on a beam that gave with a terrifying creak. Undaunted, DigDig reached for the next beam and pulled himself up, closer to the top now, close enough to feel the bridge shudder with every footstep and every clash of War Cloud’s blade upon the wight’s shield. 
 
    “Not such mighty blows now,” the wight chuckled. 
 
    “Shut your hole!” War Cloud shouted, bringing down another brutal strike. Again, the wight deflected it with the shield. 
 
    DigDig punched through the weak bridge plank behind the wight. He grabbed the wight’s ankle and held on for dear life. 
 
    War Cloud’s blade came in from above once more, slamming into the shield of a foe who could no longer keep his balance. The wight fell onto his back. With the boot wrenched free from DigDig’s hand, the goblin could only snatch his arm under the bridge again and hang on. His perch felt more precarious than ever. 
 
    He heard a ferocious roar from War Cloud. The bridge shuddered with a final blow from his sword as he ran it through both the wight and the plank beneath it. The blade stuck through wood and undead flesh with the fierce, golden glow of a god’s blessing. DigDig stared at the light in shock. In another breath, the light faded away. 
 
    Bridge planks sagged around the wight’s body. The sword jerked back halfway, then sank a little as the body pushed deeper and the planks sagged more. War Cloud wrenched his sword free only at the cost of shoving the wight’s body against the bridge. The wight smashed through both the planks and the weakened supports beneath it, putting DigDig’s heart in his throat. The whole bridge shook as the defeated foe took out even more old supports on his way down into the shadows below. 
 
    “DigDig?” War Cloud called. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Go!” DigDig hollered. He heaved himself up over one beam, reached for another—and then spotted a rickety vertical beam freed from any horizontal support now that the adjoining wood had been smashed. DigDig grabbed at the beam to hold it steady. “Go now! Everybody go! I’ve got this! Go!” 
 
    “Move!” War Cloud urged. 
 
    Heavy footsteps shook the bridge. Bits of wood and other debris fell from the edges. Support pieces broke away. DigDig hung on, looking up and counting the passing shadows of his friends. He saw Teryn, then Shady Tooth, then Yargol. The bridge shook worst for Scars. 
 
    DigDig clung to the loose beam, refusing to let go. His strength held out, but the beam did not. It cracked and split over his head. 
 
    Heavy boots fell through the wood as the last planks fell away. “Scars!” shouted War Cloud. DigDig thought Scars might fall straight past him, but his descent ended with a sudden jerk. War Cloud loomed over him, clutching Scars by the arm with both hands. He heaved back as more of the bridge crumbled away. 
 
    “Hold this! Hold tight!” he heard Teryn shout. DigDig hardly listened, figuring they all had Scars now. He had to take care of himself. Frantically, DigDig looked for somewhere else he might grab on, but the cavern wall was too far out of reach. His perch broke in half, leaving him clinging to a vertical beam that felt less stable with every rapid beat of his heart. 
 
    He looked up. Scars surmounted the ledge, pulled over by War Cloud’s strong arms. Yargol’s magical light still floated above, shining right in DigDig’s eyes and making him wince. A shadow suddenly appeared in his vision, blocking much of the light, descending toward him at speed and then suddenly rushing to his side. The vertical beam snapped under the added weight of a body wrapping itself around him, but as they fell they swung down against the cavern wall. 
 
    “I’ve got you,” said Teryn. The fall stopped as suddenly as it began. “I’ve got you.” 
 
    “Huh? What?” DigDig grunted. Teryn got her feet against the wall before he knew it, providing a little stability and a moment to think for both of them. “Can climb on my own now,” he said. “Just couldn’t reach.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” she said. She pulled them up along the rope, going hand over hand and stepping upward like she’d done this a hundred times. He could hear the nervous note on her breath, or maybe he heard it passing, but her skill was obvious. She couldn’t have done this without some measure of practice. “I’ve got it. We can climb together.” 
 
    The rope started moving on its own, too. Strong arms pulled them up before DigDig could break away and find his own handholds. Scars and War Cloud dragged them over the side before staggering back to catch their breath. Crawling to his hands and knees on the ledge, DigDig saw Teryn’s anchor: the bugbear who still leaned against the wall where she’d braced herself this whole time. 
 
    “Why?” Shady Tooth breathed. 
 
    “Huh?” wondered DigDig. 
 
    She shook her head. “Not you. You’re fine. I get you.” She pointed her finger at Teryn, who was right beside DigDig on her hands and knees, trying to catch her breath just like him. “You. Why? Why’d you do that?” 
 
    “Why’d I do what?” asked Teryn. 
 
    “He already told us the way out. You’re human. Why’d you jump down there for a goblin?” 
 
    Teryn frowned and winced as if she’d been confronted with a trick question. She shrugged. “He’s part of the crew.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    They sat in darkness without making a sound. Even without light to illuminate the chamber, the shift in their surroundings couldn’t be missed. Behind them stood an archway into mining tunnels traversed over more than an hour. Beneath them lay the flat surface of a smoothly-carved floor. Ahead, broad steps disappeared beyond anyone’s vision, be they accustomed to shadows or not. 
 
    The air was deathly still down here. Still and vast. 
 
    Scars looked from one companion to the next. Shady Tooth crouched with her ears perked up but shook her head. She heard nothing. War Cloud mirrored the motion; he sensed no undead. Yargol made no warning of anything he might detect. Essentially blind in the darkness, Teryn could only wait on the others. 
 
    That left only their guide. Scars put one hand on DigDig’s shoulder, asking with the quietest whisper he could manage: “You’re sure?” 
 
    DigDig gave a little shrug. “Same as last time. Dead stayed dead last time, though.” 
 
    It was all the certainty Scars could expect. After all they’d been through, he preferred caution to assurance. They’d seen and heard nothing after several minutes of listening. No one sensitive to magic or the undead sensed any danger. At some point, they had to take the risk. 
 
    “Alright,” murmured Scars. He pulled a glowstone from his pouch. Rather than keeping it close, he cast it off the stairway and into the darkness. 
 
    The glowstone seemed utterly alone in its descent at first, like a star falling through the night sky with no others in reach. Eyes used to shadows quickly made use of the light, though, making out the distant walls and high ceiling of the chamber before the glowstone came to land. It sat alone amid a broad floor littered with debris. 
 
    Nothing moved. The clatter of the glowstone set off no other sounds. With the light now still, Scars and his companions recognized the debris as carts, crates, barrels, and tables, some overturned and some smashed. Countless ancient skeletons laid everywhere, still dressed in the remains of the clothes and armor they wore when they died. 
 
    Light from the glowstone barely reached the wall of the cave to the left of their spot on the stairwell landing. To the right, they could make out the façades of dwarven structures carved into the cavern walls, towering over the floor. Ahead, across the broad, untended graveyard, rose a set of enormous doors. 
 
    Slowly, Shady Tooth shook her head again. “Nothing.” 
 
    “How long do you want to wait?” murmured War Cloud. 
 
    “Suppose we have to take the risk sooner or later,” Scars conceded. “Teryn? Is this enough light for you?” 
 
    “Not really,” she whispered. “Sorry. It’s like this cave swallows the light before it touches anything. I can see down around the stone, but not much else.” 
 
    “Carrying a glowstone will make us targets for anything that might wait down there,” said Shady Tooth. Her voice lacked its usual note of complaint. “Should I move ahead first?” 
 
    “No,” Scars decided. “Like I said, we have to take the risk. Better if we do it together. Let’s move out.” 
 
    DigDig lit the way, carrying a glowstone low in his left hand and a dagger in his right. The stairs broke and turned at landings twice before they reached the bottom. At the lower landing, they came across goblin bones strewn within the skeleton of a dwarf, having died together in a tangle of blades and never separated again. The mess at the bottom was far worse, with remains scattered all around the base of the steps. 
 
    “The dwarves made one hell of a fight for the stairs,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Bunch of last stands around here,” said DigDig. “Barricades all over the trading post. Lots of bodies by the main doors, too. Maybe the most of all there.” He led the group around the stairs to the broad, open plaza, working his way through the debris and the deceased with careful steps. Though any undead surely would have risen by now, DigDig clearly didn’t want to push it by touching anything. No one needed to be told to follow his example. 
 
    “When you called this a trading post, I expected something smaller,” said Shady Tooth. She looked up the short, broad steps leading to the looming structures at their right. “This is like some human castle embedded in the rock.” 
 
    “The hold wanted to make a good impression on visitors,” said Yargol. “Thrandor was a destination for pilgrims, but that also made it a major stop along the Tor Rathad for merchants headed to greater locations. Presented with comfort and grandeur like this, travelers might stay and rest a while longer. They might linger and spend their coins. Religion and commerce often walk close together. Ah. Here.” He leaned over one goblin skeleton, pulling an ancient spear from its bony grip. With a whisper and the trace of his fingers along the shaft, the old weapon hardened and lost its cracks. In the space of a breath, it became as good as new. 
 
    “You think maybe the war began here?” asked DigDig. “Maybe a fight broke out in the market? Things got worse from there, turned into a war?” 
 
    “No, this was deliberate. Look at the bodies and the flow of the fight,” Teryn murmured. “They fought through here on their way up. They came through the main doors.” 
 
    “Main doors are still shut, though,” said DigDig. “See? Right up here.” 
 
    The gate towered over the plaza, layer upon layer of crisscrossed steel rods rising from floor to ceiling. With every bar covered in geometric patterns and dwarven runes, the gate was as much a work of art as a measure of security. No single beam stood out amid the gate as the primary crossbar. Tracks carved into the floor indicated the gates swung open from the center. 
 
    DigDig pointed to the path of the gates. “See? Bodies in the tracks. Can’t have died here if the gates were open. Would’ve been pushed out when they closed, right?” 
 
    “Unless they were crushed,” said Teryn, kneeling at one skeleton. “Like this one.” 
 
    “They’re not flat,” DigDig countered with a frown. Then he reconsidered. “Gate isn’t one big flat piece, either, though.” 
 
    “And you can see the damage to the floor,” said War Cloud. He pointed to chips and cracks in the otherwise smooth surface. “Like a rain of shattered steel.” 
 
    “It would’ve taken a hell of a lot of work to put this thing back together,” noted Shady Tooth. “You’d need a whole team of dwarven builders for this. A big team, with block and tackle.” 
 
    “Or a single powerful wizard,” said Yargol. He tilted his newfound spear out as an example. “Zuck’s repair cantrip puts its subject back together the way it was intended. The caster doesn’t have to understand the subject like its original builder did. Something like this would be beyond my powers, but not his.” 
 
    Yargol walked closer to the gate. He pulled back his hood, revealing once more the wildly varied nature of his body. Even the back of his head looked as if it had been sewn together from bits of half a dozen goblin folk, with hair and fur and bare skin in equal measure. He stared up at the gate. “Now that I look closely, I can see the energy tied up in the metal. This gate isn’t just repaired. Zuck reinforced it with his own magic.” 
 
    “He came all the way down here to close up the gate, but he left all the undead behind?” asked Teryn. “Why wouldn’t he clear them out?” 
 
    “Because he never had enough numbers to garrison this place,” said War Cloud. “The gate is only one line of defense. It’ll frustrate most on the other side, but a determined and prepared force could eventually get through it. Zuck would’ve wanted a garrison to defend against that. He didn’t have enough troops for it, so he left the undead to guard the lower levels.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine he wanted to clear all the undead out himself, either,” said Scars. “That’d be too much work and too much risk. Even for him.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Yargol agreed. “He was powerful, but everyone has their limits.” 
 
    “We got through, and we aren’t wizards,” Shady Tooth pointed out. 
 
    “No, but we also snuck as far as we could and hauled ass once that game ran out,” said Scars. 
 
    “And nearly died,” Teryn added. 
 
    “Nearly,” huffed War Cloud. 
 
    “So how do we get through here? You said you’ve gotten through before, right?” Teryn asked, looking to DigDig. 
 
    He shook his head. “Can crawl and climb through the gaps on my own,” he answered. “Can’t do it fast, either. Lots of work. Like a maze. Dwarves would’ve shot or skewered any who tried. Think they wanted to see through the gate.” 
 
    “Presumably, there are smaller passages within the gate,” said Yargol. “They wouldn’t have wanted to open the whole thing for every minor passerby. But I don’t see any such portal.” 
 
    “A secret door, you mean?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Very secret,” Yargol frowned. “Finding it could take hours. Failing that, there must be a mechanism. Or a key,” he said, walking to the side closer to the trading post. His brow furrowed in thought, emphasizing the mismatch of his eyes. “They wouldn’t have simply called dwarves out to push and pull this thing open and shut.” 
 
    “Why not?” asked DigDig. 
 
    “Goblins exploit cheap labor. Dwarves mechanize.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that put people out of work?” asked Scars. 
 
    “Only if your society leaves the workers behind every time somebody can make a coin off of it,” grumbled Teryn. 
 
    “Hm?” Scars raised a curious eyebrow. 
 
    “Never mind,” she said. “So if this is on some mechanism, they’d want to keep the controls well-guarded, right? Sheltered and under restricted access?” She gestured to the trading post. 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” said War Cloud. “Have you been in there, DigDig?” 
 
    “Little bit. Lots more bodies. Fight went all through there. More barricades. Walls smashed. Don’t know if it was ever looted.” Four heads turned to DigDig in surprise. Only Teryn saw no reason for shock, but she noticed everyone else looking and did the same. DigDig shrugged with a meek glance to the floor. “Undead down here. Place is full of bodies. Didn’t want to wake anyone up or set off some old curse.” 
 
    “Great, now I’m thinking about it, too,” sighed Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Undead would’ve risen by now if they were going to,” said Scars. 
 
    “And a curse would only have been laid by the victors,” said Yargol. “One would think a goblin army planned to loot this place. They would not have cursed their own. And our dwarf friend upstairs seemed content to rely on his own undead warriors to control the halls.” 
 
    DigDig looked to the trading post, his wide eyes blinking with thought. “Oh. Well, shit, then.” He strode onward without a second thought. 
 
    Bodies lay thick along the steps, separated only by the result of decay and the shift of weight over time. Rusted weapons and armor decorated almost every skeleton. Each step kicked up dust. Much like the foot of the stairway, another great concentration of the fallen awaited at each of the main doors leading into the post itself. Even some of the windows held corpses hanging halfway in or out, their skeletons held together only by their clothing and armor. 
 
    The interior provided more of the same: dust and bones, rust and debris, all the evidence of desperate last stands centuries past. The main hallway presented a particularly high death toll for the invaders. Goblins and hobgoblins laid piled atop one another where they’d died. 
 
    DigDig and War Cloud turned curiously into one office. Shady Tooth and Teryn ventured into another right beside it. Still in the hall, Scars bent at many of the bodies to find and retrieve a common cause of death. He had more than a dozen crossbow bolts by the time he found the original owner at the end of the hall. The dwarf’s weapon lay in pieces, much like his body. “Yargol—it really costs you nothing to fix things?” asked Scars. 
 
    “As long as it’s relatively small and it isn’t magical. The bed took some effort. Don’t ask me to fix anything like that gate. But as long as I have most of the pieces, it takes no more energy than walking and talking. I don’t even have to know its proper form. The pieces will return to their intended shape.” 
 
    Scars held out the remains of the crossbow. Yargol brought his disparate hands over the pieces and muttered only a few words. With a series of snaps and a slight creak of metal, the old weapon bent and clicked right back into shape. Even the gears were properly oiled. Scars barely noticed, surprised more by the magician’s face than by his magic. 
 
    Yargol smiled. Scars hadn’t thought it would look so normal or natural on a face like his. Not even Yargol’s teeth were uniform, with as many flat and human-like teeth as animal fangs, but his jaw was a single piece despite its dark grey tone. His lips spread from side to side like any other person’s smile. 
 
    “I see my spells are becoming too common to impress,” Yargol noted. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Scars. To his relief, the spell even mended the weapon’s leather strap. Scars slung it over his shoulder and put the bolts in the pouch on his belt. A dwarven crossbow would hold a shot ready to fire, but he could worry about that later. His attention returned to the magician. “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “I’m surprised you haven’t already,” said Yargol. He shrugged. 
 
    “Why the hood?” 
 
    The brow over his left eye rose, emphasizing its already larger size than the eye on the right. “I didn’t expect that one.” 
 
    “What did you expect?” 
 
    “Oh, the usual ‘were you always like this?’ and ‘how do you eat like that?’ sort of thing.” He shrugged. “There are more probing questions about mating and body functions, but those are generally obvious insults. You don’t seem inclined to that. None of you, in fact. It’s a pleasant change. It’s also pleasant not to be immediately told to cover up again.” 
 
    “Your face doesn’t bother me.” 
 
    “It bothers many. A great many.” 
 
    “I know what it’s like to cover your face to avoid trouble,” said Scars. “I’ve been there. If that’s a concern, you know it hardly matters down here. It’s us against this entire stupid dungeon now. I’d go mad with my field of vision covered up by a hood.” 
 
    “I’m used to it. And no, I am not worried about insults or unsettling anyone in this place. Particularly now. I grow cold easily. Also too warm, too dry, too many things all at once. The robe and hood help me keep to an equilibrium. Ah, balance,” Yargol elaborated when Scars quirked one eyebrow. “It helps keep my body in balance. I am comfortable enough in a still and steady environment. While on the move like this, I am better off keeping covered.” 
 
    “Alright. I didn’t want to assume anything.” 
 
    “You are the first to ever ask,” said Yargol. “It means a great deal to me.” 
 
    Scars wasn’t sure what to say. Thankfully, a tall form behind Yargol saved him from his tied tongue. He wasn’t sure how long Shady Tooth had been standing there listening. “Anything?” he asked. 
 
    “Burned bodies and ashes from papers and shelves,” she said. “It was probably some records office or an archive.” 
 
    “Ah. That would be a bit beyond my ability to repair,” said Yargol. “Too bad. Judging from the signs, I suspect that was the tax collector’s office. We could’ve learned a great deal from their records.” 
 
    The others emerged from the opposite office with nothing to report. The rest of the bottom floor of the trading post turned out much the same, with skeletons and their belongings scattered everywhere but little else of interest. Demolished furniture and aged trade wares did no one any good. Containers here and there held only ruined cloth and food so old even the rot had wasted into nothing. 
 
    Despite the lack of answers, the ruins provided some improvement on their situation. Thanks to Yargol’s magic, the wreckage of the fierce battle offered the companions an excellent chance to rearm and reequip themselves. A simple spell restored weapons and gear to their original conditions of fine dwarven craftsmanship. Scars found a new shield, a suitable blade, and more bolts for his crossbow. Teryn scrounged up more arrows from another long-dead elven visitor to the hold. Shady Tooth and War Cloud traded up to better blades. Unfortunate travelers lost amid the fight provided long-unused backpacks, simple tools, and even a little coin. 
 
    DigDig went through several upgrades as they worked their way through the hall. He handed Yargol a spear to fix with his magic, then a dwarven mace, then a curved and partly serrated goblin blade. Yargol revitalized each in turn, but DigDig kept finding something better than the last. 
 
    “Do you keep finding new favorites, or can you not make up your mind?” War Cloud asked with amusement. “Most people find they have one preference or another. Don’t you?” 
 
    “Little bit. Sort of. Had a spear once, but it broke against a cave boar. Bosses said it was my fault. Wouldn’t give me another after that. Learned to fight with a shovel on my own. Figure I can get used to fighting with something else.” 
 
    “You can learn to use a crossbow,” said Teryn. “There’s nothing to it.” 
 
    “Don’t need to learn. Already know,” said DigDig. “Never got to keep one, is all.” 
 
    Scars looked over to the human and her smug grin. “I didn’t see any bows here. More elven arrows, but no bow.” 
 
    “Someone probably took the bow,” Teryn lamented. “I’m sure it was a masterpiece.” 
 
    “Or hype,” said Scars. Her smug grin returned, along with a sidelong look back at him. Scars grumbled as he continued on. “Anyone can learn the bow, too. All it takes is time and space to practice. We’re short on both.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” she said. He could practically hear her still grinning behind him. “As long as you know.” 
 
    Shady Tooth let out an irritable sigh. “So if this mechanism isn’t in the front rooms, where would it be? Upstairs? Hidden somewhere?” 
 
    “Its existence is conjecture to begin with,” said Yargol. 
 
    “Huh?” wondered DigDig. 
 
    “We don’t even know if there is one or where it would be,” Scars translated. 
 
    “Upstairs is a good guess, though,” Yargol went on. “There are windows with a view of the plaza and the gate, so communication would flow easily enough. The signs here point to various guild offices: smiths, growers, masons…hrm.” He stopped at a hallway intersection, where once again the bodies lay particularly thick. Yargol gazed down the turn to the left. “The miners.” 
 
    Most of the offices lay in ruins, with their doors battered down and their interiors gutted and burned. Down this hallway, skeletons and remains lay piled against doors broken down at the top half, but otherwise the doors still held. 
 
    “Did the living pile on top of the dead?” Yargol wondered, drawing closer. “Or did they all die like this? And how?” 
 
    Teryn moved in with him, considering the scene with a critical eye. “I’m sure lots of these folk tried to barricade themselves in their rooms. This must’ve been a stronger barricade to hold up like this. The goblins even had a battering ram.” She kicked the desiccated tree trunk bound in iron that lay amid the bones on the floor. In its time, it was likely solid and heavy enough to take down almost any door. “You can see the indentations in the wood of the door. But it didn’t break through.” A tap of her foot against the bottom of the door sounded as flat as a tap against stone. 
 
    “Crossbows from inside, or maybe spears?” suggested Shady Tooth. She looked down at the bodies. “I don’t see any bolts. They’d have pulled the spears back to jab again.” 
 
    “Or magic,” Yargol surmised. “A combination of any of these is likely. But somehow, this door held.” 
 
    “And then the goblins left their dead to rot. Here and everywhere,” thought Teryn. 
 
    “Our people don’t often revere the fallen,” said Shady Tooth. “This scene is what goblin folk are like: the living claw over the dead to make their names, and if the dead are forgotten along the way, so much for the better. Less competition for the living.” 
 
    “Wow,” said Teryn. 
 
    “Are you surprised?” asked the bugbear. 
 
    “I suppose so. It’s the sort of thing I’ve heard before, but always from humans or dwarves. I would have thought goblin folk held a higher opinion of their own kind.” 
 
    “Most do. Most would see what I said as practical. Maybe even praise,” said Shady Tooth. At her side, DigDig nodded in confirmation. 
 
    “But you don’t?” asked Teryn. 
 
    Frowning, Shady Tooth turned her eyes from Teryn. “Can’t say I’ve ever been asked for my opinion.” 
 
    Teryn shrugged. “I’m asking.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t have a specific reason. We’re only talking. It seems like a way to get to know you.” 
 
    The bugbear’s eyes narrowed. She looked from one companion to the next, seeming to shrink into herself despite her muscular frame. “I’m not one for talking about my feelings all day. We mourn, but not for long, except over those closest to us. It isn’t strange for goblin folk to abandon their dead. That’s all.” 
 
    “Sure, but why didn’t the survivors loot the place?” wondered Scars. 
 
    His companions looked to one another with the same question. Without another word, War Cloud stood beside the doorway and laced his fingers together, holding them low to offer a boost. DigDig hopped up with one foot into the gnoll’s hands. Scars produced a glowstone to light the goblin’s way, holding it at the gap in the top of the doorway as DigDig crawled in. 
 
    “Big room. Big round desk in the middle,” he reported. “Can’t see past it. Bodies look like mostly dwarves. Mining tools carved in the walls. Shelves and chairs and stuff. Cracks in the floor. Rocks piled against the door—wait. No. Not rocks. Think they’re masonry blocks? Lots of them. Maybe some big stones underneath.” 
 
    “Maybe the miners kept samples of ore to show to travelers?” Yargol thought out loud. “But why the masonry?” 
 
    “You said there was a mason’s guild. Maybe they all piled into this one office together,” said War Cloud. “Although carrying blocks down here for a barricade seems a bit much. Would they have time for that?” 
 
    “Can’t tell how the fight ended,” said DigDig. “Like some of them just died where they stood in here. Only a couple goblins made it through.” 
 
    “Then they probably didn’t loot,” said Scars. “Which means we should.” 
 
    War Cloud pulled DigDig down again. With no one to put up resistance and with plenty of axes and hammers lying around, the larger companions quickly set to work at the doors. In less than a minute, they chopped and smashed through the upper half of the doors, clearing them down to the barricade. As DigDig described, they found mostly large pieces of broken masonry behind the doors. With a little more muscle work, they cleared enough of a path to allow everyone to climb into the chamber. 
 
    Light and a closer look confirmed everything DigDig described. The room bore little damage compared to the other offices. The space was wider than most, too, with shelves, chests, and an assortment of chairs. A wide, rounded marble counter dominated the center of the chamber. Only a handful of skeletons littered the floor, most of them dwarves. 
 
    Weapons amid the remains told the story of their defense. “Looks like we were both right, Shady Tooth,” said Yargol. “Spears, a crossbow…and magic.” He knelt at one ancient corpse, its bones covered in the withered remnants of a robe. The body lay face-down covering a metal staff with jagged shapes jutting from the top. 
 
    “You think that was a dwarf wizard?” asked Scars. 
 
    “They aren’t common, but they exist. A community as large as this one surely had a few. The braiding on the robes suggests this was a noblewoman. Common fashion back then.” 
 
    “So that’s a magic staff?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What’s stopping you from taking it?” 
 
    “Safety first,” Yargol chuckled. He stepped back to toss one of the old spears against the staff in a test for traps. When nothing out of the ordinary happened, he waved his fingers in a strange motion, causing the staff to float up into the air on its own. “If its owner knew she faced her end, she may have left it warded against goblin hands, or perhaps any hands at all. Yet I see no such enchantments. It doesn’t react to motion or magic. 
 
    “The runes on the staff speak of air and wind,” he went on. “That may explain the dead out in the hall, and why no one ever came through after them. She may have rendered the corridor uninhabitable.” 
 
    “How so?” asked Scars. 
 
    “I can think of a few ways. They would be beyond my skill, even with this staff. I doubt I could wield its full power without considerable practice and study. But this staff is a treasure.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say you sensed no magic in here?” wondered Shady Tooth. 
 
    Yargol blinked in surprise at her question. “Yes. Yes, I did. I should have. Strange.” He stood to look around the room. “Something in here conceals magical energies. I only noticed the staff once I was on top of it. But the effect encompasses the room…something else must be here.” After another wary look, Yargol grasped the floating staff in his hands. “No wards, no traps. Or did some enchantment fade over time? Curious.” 
 
    “I think I figured out where they got all the rocks for the barricade,” said War Cloud. He stood at the curved counter in the center of the room, looking over its edge. “Come take a look at this.” 
 
    The open center of the counter spanned at least twelve feet. At first glance, Scars expected to find dead clerks on the other side along with their records and wares, thinking the counter served as a sort of merchant’s stall. Instead, he found an open pit. Most of the stone floor behind the counter was simply gone. The bedrock beneath the remaining edges of the floor sank in a crater. 
 
    Dwarf skeletons littered the bottom. Picks and shovels lay amid the bones. Scars counted four skulls, though most of his attention was still caught up in his surprise. “They tried to dig their way out through solid stone?” 
 
    “No way,” said Teryn. 
 
    “And yet they made it that far,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “They couldn’t win the fight,” said War Cloud. “They had a solid barricade, but they couldn’t hide in here forever. This was the miner’s guild, right? They used what they knew.” 
 
    “Can’t dig this fast in a fight,” DigDig objected. “Not through stone floor. Not through rock. Not even ogres are that strong.” He hopped over the counter, dropping to his hands and knees at the edge of the pit to peer inside. The hole narrowed toward the bottom. “Ten feet deep. Maybe more or less. Had to have done all this with magic, right?” 
 
    “It’s possible. That wizard seemed to be of considerable power,” said Yargol. 
 
    “But not powerful enough to hold off the goblins?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Everyone has their limits.” 
 
    “Taking a look,” DigDig announced. He cast his glowstone into the pit before slipping over the side. The goblin climbed down only a few feet before feeling sure enough of himself to drop the rest of the way. He immediately looked down at his feet, stamping them curiously. 
 
    “Smooth down here. Solid.” He crouched to wipe away dirt and dust from the floor by his boots. Surprised by his discovery, he wiped away more. “This is metal. Flat. Smooth. Feels like iron.” 
 
    “Under the rock?” Teryn wondered. “Why—how is that even possible?” 
 
    “Think they tried to dig around it, but never came to the edge,” said DigDig. He pushed aside bones and clothing in his search. Mining tools and old armor clanked around against the bottom surface and one another. Pulling his glowstone closer, DigDig leaned in and blew hard on the floor. “Runes. Shallow and thin runes.” 
 
    “Magic?” Scars asked, looking to Yargol. 
 
    “Possibly. I’ll have to take a closer look,” said the magician. “Someone had a rope, yes?” 
 
    DigDig stood with his hands on his hips, frowning at the rest of the pit. “Four dwarves can’t move this much rock that fast. Even with nice tools.” He nudged one of the picks with his foot, then reached for a dust-covered shovel laying atop the smooth iron floor. 
 
    Rope in hand, preparing to descend, Yargol suddenly stood bolt upright. He looked around the room again, particularly at the fallen wizard’s staff, and then down into the pit. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “That dampening effect. It’s gone. I can sense the magic of the staff now.” 
 
    “Can you use it?” 
 
    “Not without time and study. I can bind it to myself easily enough to begin that process, but I don’t dare invoke its powers without preparation.” Yargol’s eyes narrowed.  He turned back to the pit. “DigDig. That shovel…” 
 
    “It’s nice, huh?” The goblin brushed off the handle and flicked the head with his fingertip. A low note rang out from the metal. “Sturdy. Balanced. This is a good shovel.” 
 
    “It’s enchanted,” said Yargol. “It may be more powerful than this staff.” 
 
    The goblin’s eyes widened. He glanced back to Yargol, then stared at the shovel. It was only a bit larger than his last, though better constructed, with a full handle grip at the end of its shaft and metal bracing running its full length. The edge of the shovelhead was sharp despite obvious use. 
 
    DigDig raised the shovel to chest height and stabbed at the wall of the pit. The shovelhead broke through the stone with a crack, sinking almost to its full length. Its wielder overcame his awe just long enough to jerk the handle upward, prying loose a piece of bedrock bigger than his own torso. He had to hop backward to avoid the stone as it landed at his feet. 
 
    “What the hell?” breathed Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Are they all like that?” War Cloud asked, looking to Yargol. “Are all the tools enchanted?” 
 
    “No. Only that shovel,” said Yargol, his voice trailing off as he watched and pondered. 
 
    “Didn’t even have to strain,” said DigDig. He jabbed the shovel into another side of the pit, repeating the moment at the expense of another piece of solid rock. This time, he didn’t pull it loose, but the jagged cut in the stone went just as deep. “Easy as shoveling topsoil!” 
 
    “Okay, I’ve seen magic tools and magic weapons, but this is something else,” said Teryn. “That thing cuts through solid stone? And this masonry? What else? What won’t it cut? And how could the dwarves leave it behind?” Then she groaned. “Oh gods, what if we just found some lost legendary dwarven artifact?” 
 
    “Mine now,” said DigDig. 
 
    “No, seriously,” she warned. “This is a holy city, isn’t it? Or was? That thing could belong to some line of dwarven kings.” 
 
    “Fuck ‘em,” DigDig shrugged. “If they wanted it, they should’ve come for it.” 
 
    “I think we ran into some of the dwarves who tried on the upper levels,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “No one is saying we should leave it here,” said Scars. “Only that we should be aware of what it may mean. You should be careful how and where you use its magic.” 
 
    DigDig put the shovel against the iron floor, scraping it under the dirt and chipped rock piled at the bottom. “Huh. Nope. Feels normal now.” 
 
    “And that dampening effect is back,” said Yargol. His mouth twitched when DigDig raised the shovel. “Now it’s gone again. The floor and shovel are interacting.” 
 
    “You think they’re related?” asked Teryn. 
 
    “It seems unlikely. There’s clearly an interaction, though. Help me down, please.” With War Cloud securing one end of the rope, Yargol lowered himself a short distance before he felt comfortable with the drop. He was soon on his hands and knees to examine the runes on the floor as closely as he could. 
 
    “These are warding runes. Warding, and then concealment for the wards,” he added. 
 
    “Warding against what?” 
 
    “Anything that might breach…” His head tilted as he read. “This is locked. Closed. I don’t think this is the ceiling of a basement below us. I think it’s the top of a vault.” Yargol pointed to one spot and then another. The runes were too small and faint for those above to see, but he explained anyway. “This is marked as the top of the warded space. Consistency of material would make for a stronger enchantment, so I doubt there are windows or the like below. It’s likely all carefully worked from the same source metal. There must be a door, but it’s not at the top, so there likely is a basement level beneath us to house the vault. 
 
    “The warding enchantment is powerful, but it’s also concealed—probably so it wouldn’t draw attention from those sensitive to magic. That’s why it hid the magic attached to the shovel while the two were touching. It’s also why I didn’t see the magic of the staff until I was so close. But nothing in the markings includes any hints to what the vault contains.” 
 
    “Shovel won’t go through, either,” said DigDig. He tapped at the iron with the shovelhead to make his point. “Why dig down here if this stops them?” 
 
    “Because they might not have known it was down here,” said Shady Tooth. “They went to the trouble of hiding all the magic on the vault, right? What’s the point of that if everyone knows it’s there in the first place?” 
 
    “What would be worth hiding in such a powerful vault, though?” asked Teryn. 
 
    “Here’s a more important question,” Scars countered: “Do we care?” 
 
    Five faces looked back at him in surprise. “Wait, what? Why wouldn’t we?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “We’re here to get away from those adventurers,” Scars explained. “They’re bound to find their way down here. This is exactly the sort of mystery bullshit that gets a pack of adventurers hung up for hours. It’s like a puzzle made out of magic. They’ll be convinced it hides something priceless and wonderful.” 
 
    “Yeah, ‘cause it probably does!” said DigDig. 
 
    “And it’s probably big and heavy and it would only weigh us down,” said Scars. “We know this place had a tax collector. What if the vault is full of gold? How much do we carry, and how much do we leave behind? If it’s something magical, would the wards on the vault be the only defense? And we already know the dwarf king was crazy enough to open his tombs and raise his dead to fight for the hold. What sort of fuckery would a guy like that keep in a secret vault? 
 
    “We can bust our asses trying to figure this thing out, and if we open it up, we’ll still have to figure out what we want out of whatever it contains. Or we can leave it behind and keep going. We’ve already found good loot here. We don’t need what’s inside.” 
 
    “You can’t know that,” said Teryn. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Because we didn’t need whatever is in that vault before we knew it was here.” Scars looked from one of his companions to the next. “We have all we need already.” 
 
    Glances flew across the room, usually resulting in self-consciously bowed heads or shuffled feet. For once, no one knew what to say. 
 
    “We can search this room. There’s probably some more loot here. But then we should move on,” said Scars. “We’re looking for a way to open the gate, not buried treasure.” 
 
    “You can really walk away from this?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Because getting hung up on a complicated mystery in the face of certain doom just for the random chance of fortune isn’t what smart people do. It’s what adventurers do.” 
 
    “Oh, that—!” Shady Tooth pointed at him, fighting to articulate her response. “That’s a bullshit comparison. You’re trying to make me prove my hatred of adventurers by saying I’m just like them if I don’t walk away from this.” 
 
    “Is it working?” Scars asked. 
 
    Shady Tooth crossed her arms over her chest. She glared resentfully. “Yes.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “So I have a question, and I hope it’s not offensive,” said Teryn. 
 
    The party stopped cold in the hallway. Every other face looked back to the only human in their number. Once again, the dust and debris of the long-dead dwarven outpost seemed to amplify every break in the silence, even when they spoke quietly. “What is it?” asked Scars. 
 
    “Er…never mind,” she replied. 
 
    “Go ahead and ask,” said War Cloud. “We’re waiting.” 
 
    “I feel like you’re all waiting to be offended.” 
 
    “We are,” said Shady Tooth. The bugbear folded her arms across her chest. “So go ahead.” 
 
    The bandit pressed her lips together, taking a deep breath of resolve, or perhaps resignation. “Why are you interested in finding coin?” 
 
    “Because it’s money,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “So you use it among your own kind?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t we?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “Because it’s minted by humans and dwarves.” 
 
    “Humans and dwarves have claimed most of the good mines for gold and silver,” said Scars. “Every time the goblin folk find one of their own, it turns into a fight. Usually, eventually, the goblin folk lose. Even under the Peace of Clear Skies, human kings demanded control of the one gold mine the orcs possessed. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but gold and silver seem to really motivate humans and dwarves.” 
 
    “Sure. That’s not quite what I mean, though. Coin is a human invention. The use of money is a human practice.” 
 
    “And the goblin folk and the rest picked up the practice just like the elves and dwarves,” said Scars. “It makes sense. Why wouldn’t they?” 
 
    “You can find some among the goblin folk who claim their kind invented money, but they are wrong,” added Yargol. “Even the dwarves concede money first came from the first ancient human cultures.” 
 
    “Then if you use money minted by humans and dwarves, isn’t the amount of money you have limited by how much you can take? By raiding and stealing and such?” Her head tilted with a new idea. “And does that mean there would be peace with the goblin folk if they could have their own mines for gold and mint their own coin?” 
 
    Shady Tooth’s big, furry shoulders sagged. “This is only just now occurring to you, isn’t it?” 
 
    “The last bit, yes,” Teryn admitted. “It’s obvious how the king’s crimes against orcs and goblin folk are pushed by money. Humans benefit from all this. What’s a new thought is how far back this goes and how much money plays into older hatred.” 
 
    “Why did you think goblin folk looted coin when they raid?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “I don’t know. Spite. Perhaps they like shiny things. Many say goblin folk take money only because they know the other races value it.” She shrugged. “That seemed silly, but I’ve never had anyone to ask until now. Your kind aren’t welcome in elven lands or dwarven holds. You’ve been outlawed in the south of Theralda—” 
 
    Shady Tooth spat in disgust. “By Dostin, and fuck him,” grunted War Cloud. 
 
    “Agreed. Fuck the king,” Teryn conceded. “Him, the princes, his barons, all of it. But back to my point: you’re outlawed in the south, and shunned north of the mountains. Hunted elsewhere. It’s not like you can spend this cash in human markets, so why…what is it?” 
 
    A half-orc face split into a grin in front of her. “You believe that?” asked Scars. Beside him, War Cloud turned away, chuckling. “You think humans won’t take coin from us?” 
 
    “I know that is not allowed in the south of Theralda,” Teryn said slowly. 
 
    “And everyone follows the law?” 
 
    She frowned. “I’m a bandit. Of course I know people break the law.” 
 
    “Why do you think we worked here? In this dwarven ruin, for a fugitive wizard?” 
 
    “You’re outlawed in the kingdom,” she repeated. “Zuck gave you shelter. You said this is the only place that would take you in. War Cloud said so, anyway. And isn’t the goblin king allied with the wizard? Mierrek? Don’t the goblins follow him?” 
 
    “Only for lack of a better alternative,” grumbled Shady Tooth. “He’s a petty boss, not a true king.” 
 
    “What would make a true goblin king?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ll tell you if I ever see one.” 
 
    Teryn huffed. “I could say the same about human kings. And princes.” 
 
    “We worked here,” said Scars. “It’s a job. We got paid. Badly, but we got paid. We got food and a place to sleep, too—and where do you think the food came from?” 
 
    “Not raiding? Or farming your own?” she asked. 
 
    “We did a little raiding and a little hunting. We had a small herd of sheep up above and cave boars below. Not so much with the farming. Bad spot for it. That’s where the lowlanders came in. We didn’t raid for wheat or potatoes. We bought all that.” 
 
    Her blue eyes widened. “You bought it? Human farmers sold to orcs and goblins?” 
 
    “A few, yes. Enough. It’s more reliable than trying to steal it every season. Dead farmers don’t grow more for the next year. Living farmers can’t always sell all their crops in human markets, either. Or even get them all to market. And it’s in the markets where they pay their taxes,” he added with a wink. “The markets are rigged to help the farmers closest to the cities. How else do you think the outland farms survive?” 
 
    “I never…wait, how do you know so much about human markets?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m half-orc,” said Scars. “Think back a few years. The kingdom only turned rabid about our kind when the Electors put Dostin on the throne. It didn’t come from the queen who ruled before him, or the queen before her. They honored the Peace of Clear Skies. Nobody argued about where orcs and goblin folk could live. We had our own villages, our own farms, and a lot of us lived among humans. Bandits were bandits by deed, not outlaws by blood.” 
 
    “I was there, you know,” said Teryn. “I remember.” 
 
    “Then you remember Dostin whipping up hatred against us throughout his first year on the throne, right? You remember how quickly things changed? Every excuse he found to crack down on us, he used. Times change. We change with them.” 
 
    Scars turned and continued on through the hallway, revealing the little goblin who’d been standing behind him. DigDig rested his new shovel over his shoulder. “Stupid wizard was supposed to fix my teeth, too. King Mierrek said he would. Never did.” 
 
    “You were paid in coin and meals and housing,” Teryn said slowly, as if tracing it all out. “And you were promised dental care?” 
 
    “Yep,” said DigDig. “Never got that, though. Fuckers.” 
 
    “How did you spend the money you were paid?” 
 
    “Meals and gear,” said War Cloud. “You don’t think the wizard just let us keep all that coin, do you? He had to get it back from us somehow.” 
 
    “Wait. He provided food, but he charged you for it?” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, he said it was cheaper because he helped to pay for it, though. Had a fancy word for that shit.” 
 
    “Subsidized?” Teryn ventured. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s it. He subsidized,” said the gnoll. “He sent us out to retrieve the food and then he charged us for it and said it was cheaper this way ‘cause he subsidized it.” 
 
    “That didn’t strike you as dishonest?” 
 
    “Oh, everybody knew it was a scam. Nobody had a better deal waiting for them, though. Or a place to stay. This job did shelter us from the king’s army, at least. Besides, he did sort of help cover the cost of food. Made it cheaper for us.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “You caught the bit about tax evasion, right?” War Cloud grinned. 
 
    Once again, Teryn found herself blinking in shock. “How do you know about tax evasion?” 
 
    “Scars isn’t the only one with some measure of human upbringing. I told you, I spent several of my years as a pup in a human church. If there’s one thing they taught me besides my faith, it’s tax evasion.” 
 
    War Cloud moved on, following after Scars. Shady Tooth was already gone, as was Yargol. Teryn looked down to DigDig. “Still pissed off about my teeth,” the goblin muttered. 
 
    “There’s nothing else up here,” Scars announced at the end of the hall. “This last office is the same as the rest. No device, no loot. We’ve hit a dead end.” 
 
    “Curious. One would think this is a prime spot for control of the doors,” said Yargol. 
 
    “Yeah, you’ve got a point,” said Teryn. She stood at an open window overlooking the plaza. “We’ve got a perfect view of the gate from up here. If the controls aren’t down there, this would make sense.” 
 
    “Let’s head down and see how many lower levels this place has,” said Shady Tooth. “At least we know where the top ends.” 
 
    As the others moved on, War Cloud stopped Scars from following with a hand on his shoulder. “Do you notice anything different?” he murmured. 
 
    “About what?” asked Scars. His hand fell to the sword on his belt. 
 
    “Them. The way they’re talking. The way they walk.” War Cloud nodded to the others up ahead. “All this searching for nothing, yet no one complains. Hardly any argument over leaving the vault. Less tension, more support. Even DigDig is walking tall.” His lips curled back in a grin. “They’re coming together.” 
 
    “They came together in the fight,” said Scars. “This is pride. They only needed a little.” 
 
    “They?” War Cloud chuckled. “More like ‘we,’ I think.” 
 
    Half the group was already moving down the stairs. Shady Tooth lingered. Scars noticed her feline ears tilted back toward them, only to flick forward as they approached. She’d clearly heard them. He wondered how she felt, but she said nothing. With Scars and War Cloud caught up, she moved on. 
 
    The staircase turned in a spiral, wide enough for two as it wound through all three levels of the trading post. DigDig and Teryn carried their glowstones openly, unworried now about any ambush or disturbance of the dead. No one shouted, yet no one felt the need to whisper, either. 
 
    “Okay, my turn for questions,” said Shady Tooth. “Probably for Yargol, someone else might know: what was Zuck doing out here, anyway?” 
 
    “He never shared his plans with me,” Yargol answered. “He studied magic. He recruited. He kept track of events in the wider world. Yet he never told me what he intended to do with his power and knowledge, if he had any such plans at all.” 
 
    “The man had us collecting ghouls and keeping them in a pen,” said Shady Tooth. “He had to have some sort of plans for them. For all this.” 
 
    “I know he was the court wizard, and he was run out by the king, but I don’t know why,” said Scars. 
 
    “Embezzlement,” said Teryn. “He was run out for embezzlement.” 
 
    “What’s that?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “A form of theft. It’s when you are entrusted with money for a specific use, but you keep it or spend it for yourself instead. Olen Zuck took money from the king that was meant for other purposes and kept it or spent it on himself. No one knew exactly what he did with it. Now that I’m here, I suspect it went to all this.” 
 
    “You sound bitter about that,” said Shady Tooth. “I thought you hated the king?” 
 
    “If one snake bites another, they’re both still snakes,” said Teryn. “At any rate, I know he was caught stealing from the crown. Whatever else came of that, I don’t know. He fled. I’d guess he wanted to hide out here and build himself a power base to ward off any pursuit.”  
 
    “He’d never have amassed enough power to stand against the king,” War Cloud scoffed. 
 
    “He could make it too costly to the king to come after him. The crown is busy running all the goblin folk out of the lowlands, anyway. Running plenty of them straight here, apparently. It’s possible this suits their purposes, too.” 
 
    “True enough,” agreed Scars. “Most of us came here because this was the only place that would have us. It’s why I came. I guess I figured Zuck had much the same problem. Never made the mistake of thinking he was just misunderstood or some nonsense like that, but it’s easy to make common cause with a fellow outcast when everyone else wants you dead.” 
 
    “You don’t say,” murmured Shady Tooth. 
 
    “What about the goblin king?” asked War Cloud. “Did Mierrek ever hint at any plans?” 
 
    “Not in any of his stupid speeches,” Shady Tooth answered. “Aside from those, I was never allowed anywhere near him. He never explained taking his forces in with the wizard, either. One day he said to pack up and march and that was it.” 
 
    “Don’t know, either,” said DigDig. “No one ever explained to me. Was only a whelp at—” 
 
    “Halt! Who goes there?” called out a low, strong voice. “I hear goblin voices and the name of our king. Show yourselves!” 
 
    DigDig was back around the doorway and flattened against the frame well before the voice finished. He looked back up to the others in frustration. “Venko,” he hissed. 
 
    Shady Tooth winced. “Shit.” 
 
    “Who—?” Teryn began in a whisper, but Scars cut her off with a finger to his lips. He took the glowstone from her hand. Teryn looked at him with fresh alarm. 
 
    “He’s Mierrek’s bodyguard,” Scars explained quietly. “Wait here. Don’t let them see you.” 
 
    “Don’t make us run you down,” Venko called out again. “Show yourselves.” 
 
    Biting back frustrations of her own, Teryn pulled up the bandana around her neck to cover the lower half of her face. She nocked an arrow in her bow and crouched on the stairs. Scars walked forward with her light, leaving her in shadows. 
 
    “Hold your arrows. It’s Scars,” he said, stepping out past DigDig into the hall. “There’s only a couple of us. What about you?” 
 
    The hobgoblin emerged from the shadows at the end of the hall carrying a spear and shield. He stood as tall as Scars, perhaps even taller, with his green skin a shade duller than DigDig’s, but he shared much the same beady red eyes. Unlike the scattered and scavenged armor common among the dungeon’s guards, Venko wore a matched suit of chain and leather complete with helmet and boots. Mierrek’s honor guard naturally got the best arms and armor. Scars saw a couple more such outlines in the shadows. “Why are you down here? How did you find this place?” Venko barked back. 
 
    “Adventurers hit the dungeon. They blew through us on the way to the wizard. I thought we were the only ones to survive. We had nowhere else to go but down. As for how we found this place, it was mostly a lot of running and fighting.” 
 
    “We know all about the adventurers.” Venko’s grey lip curled back to reveal a mouth of perfect, pointy teeth. “So you abandoned your posts? You deserted like cowards?” 
 
    “Don’t call me a coward from the other end of a hallway,” Scars replied. “They smashed through us and looted the place before we recovered. I hold no shame in surviving a fight like that. By the time we were on our feet again, we had no one to report back to.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong.” Venko pulled his spear up again, straightening up from his ready stance. “Though you can explain all this to the wizard and the king. Come with me.” 
 
    Hidden in the shadows of the staircase, War Cloud winced and bit back a curse. Shady Tooth didn’t: “Fuck,” she hissed. “Fucking hell.” 
 
    Yargol held out his staff to Teryn. “Stay out of sight,” he whispered with urgency. “We can’t run. If we try, Zuck will find us with his magic, and then we’re all dead. They mustn’t know we broke you out. Best if they never see you.” 
 
    “What about you?” she asked, grabbing Yargol’s shoulder. “They’ve only seen Scars and DigDig. If the rest of you stay back, maybe we can bail them out.” 
 
    The pair at the front were already through the door. War Cloud followed. Yargol shook his head. “I can’t let them face this alone. Stay out of sight.” He turned to join the others. 
 
    “I know I heard a female,” said Venko. “Where is she?” 
 
    “Fuck,” Shady Tooth repeated, sulking her way down after Yargol. 
 
    Leading the way, Scars soon counted three hobgoblins with Venko. Each of them sized him up with familiar body language that spoke more of threats than greetings. Scars eyed them in turn, as much to respond to their bluster in kind as to get a real look at them. He noted burns and cuts in their armor, along with bloodstains, rips, and tears. The adventurers had gotten a piece of Mierrek’s bodyguards, yet somehow they’d survived, too. 
 
    The chamber beyond the guards opened up beyond its thick doorway with a high ceiling held up by artful columns. Plentiful glowstones in wall sconces lit the space almost as brightly as the daytime sun. Floors of bare concrete and dust gave way to clean marble covered by fine carpets. Furniture lined the walls—new furniture, mostly cabinets and shelves, but also more than one set of table and chairs. 
 
    All the little contents and accessories were present, too: flatware and goblets on the tables, books on the shelves, paper and ink at the desk. The chamber felt warm. Comfortable. It smelled of roasted hen and freshly baked bread. 
 
    Behind a partially-drawn drape over the far corner of the room rose a lush bed complete with its own canopy and curtains. Silhouettes moved behind the drape. A bitter voice drifted through the barrier, too…a human voice. “Damn it, I didn’t tell you to bring them right in here. I asked who it was.” 
 
    “But you didn’t say not to bring them in,” complained a hobgoblin. 
 
    “Shut up and get out there,” the human snapped. Through the break in the drapes, Scars saw the flailing sleeve and belt of a dark blue robe as its owner hastily dressed. The hobgoblin hurried out through the drapes, dressed in hardened leather armor and appearing flustered until it looked up at the newcomers. Then the hobgoblin straightened and jerked at the chest piece of his armor as if in some affectation of dignity. He opened his mouth to speak, but was cut off. 
 
    “Of all the scrubs and nobodies in this whole dungeon, it’s you lot who pulled through,” said a low voice off to one side. Behind another curtain covering an alcove, a large figure drew himself up from a chair and a small table. The hobgoblin was larger and brawnier than the rest, but also older. Flecks of white highlighted the stubble growing from his dark grey face. Where all the other hobgoblins cut a trim and muscular figure, this one couldn’t quite hide his belly with his dark scale mail armor. He clutched a bandaged and wounded left arm to his chest. 
 
    “Mierrek,” said Scars. 
 
    “King Mierrek,” the hobgoblin seethed. “Mind your manners, half-an-orc. Hard times change nothing here. Respect your betters.” 
 
    Scars eyed him with interest. The impact of Mierrek’s injury showed in his posture. “Some things have changed,” Scars observed. 
 
    “The burns on my arm haven’t healed even with the wizard’s potions. Let’s see how the likes of you holds up to such injury,” said Mierrek. “You’d be nothing but ash against the power we faced. And who else escaped with you?” His eyes flashed from one of his companions to the next. “Bah. Only the most worthless. Half of you probably barely know each other. Not even a random guard detail, let alone a squad or a crew. I thought we might see some survivors. But you? More likely the enemy knew you weren’t worth the effort of killing you all.” 
 
    Following Mierrek’s gaze, Scars took in the faces of his companions as an invisible blow to the gut. DigDig’s eyes turned to the floor in grim resignation. Despite his size and ferocity, War Cloud struck a similar pose. Though probably angrier than DigDig, he shared the reluctance to look the goblin king in the eye. Yargol stared off into space, his eyes set in anger. Only Shady Tooth held her head up high. She looked straight at Scars, though she hid her expectations behind a grim frown. 
 
    Mierrek drew closer, first looking Shady Tooth up and down with disdain and then looming over DigDig. “Look at you. So many of my people dead, and who survives? A bitch who doesn’t know her place and a worm who never had one.” 
 
    “Don’t talk to them like that,” grunted Scars. 
 
    “Huh? What’s that?” Mierrek slowly turned, his eyes and voice full of menace. “What did you say to me, half-an-orc? Has someone else forgotten his place? You used to know better than to run your mouth.” He strode forward, clearly expecting Scars to back up. The goblin king’s belly collided with Scars—and then bounced back, along with the rest of him. Scars stood firm. Mierrek winced at the incidental pain the moment sent through his injured arm. 
 
    “You used to have more minions to hide behind,” said Scars. “It was never about you. Don’t talk to my crew like that.” 
 
    “I don’t take orders,” Mierrek growled. His gaze darted around the room. The survivors of his inner circle and his honor guard tensed, some shifting into place while others watched with uncertainty. 
 
    “No, but you’re looking around the room trying to do math,” said Scars. “You’re wondering what it will cost to make an example of me. You’re wondering if it’s just me or if it’s my whole crew. You’re wondering how many of your remaining lickspittles you’ll lose if this comes to a fight and how you’ll manage without them. Maybe you could consider how little it would cost you to knock off the petty insults and bullying instead.” 
 
    “Or we could go ahead and resolve this the other way,” said War Cloud. Merely speaking up got another hesitant blink from Mierrek. This wasn’t a matter of a lone, lippy subordinate. Scars watched the thoughts connect behind Mierrek’s eyes. 
 
    “Alright, I’m ready,” broke in a nasally voice. “Bleeding hell, is a couple hours of meditation too much to ask?” The drape flew aside, breaking up the standoff. 
 
    Olen Zuck stepped out with his dark blue robes properly belted and sorted, though he tugged and fussed at the fabric with hardly a look up at the newcomers. Brown hair hung from his chin in a goatee that had seen better days, while his scalp showed more signs of balding. The wand and dagger tucked in his belt were his only visible weapons, but everyone knew he needed neither to be dangerous. 
 
    “I swear to all the gods, as soon as you cast a cantrip to get rid of the wrinkles, you find lint,” said the wizard. “And clearing out the lint somehow creates only more wrinkles. There’s got to be a better way. So stupid.” An upward glance stole his attention from his clothes. His lips pulled back with a frown. “Who the hell are these guys?” 
 
    Mierrek’s lip curled back. “Scrubs, Lord Zuck,” he said, still eyeing Scars warily. “Only a handful of scrubs. These are more menial labor than warriors, and the goblin is hardly even—” 
 
    “Ugh. Yargol,” Zuck interrupted. “Pull up your hood. I told you to keep covered up. And where the hell have you been? Where were you when those idiots attacked?” 
 
    “The library, mas—” Yargol began, and then stopped. His fingers curled around the hood of his robes, but fell away. A single glance at Scars and War Cloud helped straighten his shoulders. “The library. I fought beside these warriors until I had no more magic left in me.” 
 
    “Fine, whatever. I suppose I can’t expect much out of you in a fight, anyway. At least you can pack up the scrolls and books and take care of the other delicate jobs around here. I dreaded the thought of the guards doing it. These goons would break more than they salvaged.” 
 
    “This is your private chamber, isn’t it?” asked Yargol. He glanced around the room, his hood still lowered. “Your room upstairs was a ruse. That’s why you forbade anyone to enter, even to clean it. You had a hidden teleportation circle in there.” 
 
    “Yes, fine, you caught me,” Zuck sighed. “Congratulations. You solved the mystery.” He made unfurling motions with his hands, practically bowing as he sneered. “I was smart enough to hide where I sleep and to build myself an escape hatch. It’s a good thing, too, or we’d have wound up dead with everyone else upstairs. We’ve needed all this time to heal up as it is. Some of us still aren’t all better, right, Lefty?” He slapped Mierrek on the hobgoblin’s unwounded shoulder and grinned. “Heh. ‘Right, Lefty?’ I didn’t even plan that part out. That just happened.” 
 
    Mierrek bit back his response. Zuck didn’t seem to notice the king’s annoyance. He turned back to Scars. “Anyway, who are you again?” 
 
    “I’m Scars. This is War Cloud. DigDig. Shady—” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not asking that. When I ask, ‘Who are you,’ I really mean, ‘Why should I care who you are?’ And Yargol, pull up that hood. Sheesh.” The wizard’s head twitched in recognition. He snapped his fingers repeatedly, pointing at War Cloud. “Wait, wait, you’re the gnoll, right? The heretic? Yeah, you I’ve heard of. You can do magic? It’s real? I’ve got a bunch of guys who need healing here and I can’t waste all my potions. Let’s get to work. Yargol, come on. We’ve got packing to do. The rest of you, I dunno, take up guard posts or something. Mierrek will find something for you to do until we go.” 
 
    “Where?” asked Shady Tooth. “Where do you plan to go?” 
 
    “You’ll know when we get there,” Mierrek snapped. 
 
    “Forgiveness, your majesty,” Yargol spoke up suddenly. He raised his hands in supplication, turning to Zuck again. “We thought you were dead at the hands of the adventurers. After that seemed clear, we only sought to escape. Yet we see no way out of the hold.” 
 
    “Of course you don’t,” said Zuck. “Don’t worry, I’ve got it handled.” 
 
    “But we cannot teleport back to the upper levels,” said Yargol. 
 
    “Duh,” Zuck scoffed. “Obviously not. That’d be stupid.” 
 
    “And the gate to the Tor Rathad is shut. It will not move. We found no mechanism.” 
 
    “Oh don’t be silly. A couple of bars in the center twist and pull back,” Zuck said, miming the action to demonstrate. “The bars stand out if you throw a simple cleaning spell at them. I covered it up again once I figured it out.” 
 
    “How brilliant of you,” Yargol replied. He turned to Scars with a subtle roll of his eyes. 
 
    “Did the adventurers see you escape?” asked War Cloud. “Would they still be searching for you?” 
 
    “Gods save me,” grumbled the wizard. “Look: I’m not answering every question from the help, got it? We’re not here to bond, we’re not equals, and we’re not friends. You’re on the job. I’m the boss. I’ve got a place to go where we’ll be safer and stronger than we are in this tomb, and I’m not interested in running it through a committee. Good job running and hiding from the big, bad adventurers. Everybody’s so proud. Now get it together. You want to keep getting fed and paid? Get to work.” 
 
    Scars looked back to his companions. This time, instead of sullen faces and downcast eyes, he found most of them looking back to him—all except DigDig. 
 
    “Fix my teeth,” he said. 
 
    “What? Wait, what?” Zuck blinked. 
 
    “You said you’d fix teeth,” said DigDig. “Got missing teeth. Got broken teeth. They hurt. Fix my teeth.” 
 
    Zuck’s face twisted up with annoyance. “I’m not going to fix your teeth now! Do you have any idea how much power that spell takes? It’s permanent transmogrification of a living being. I could throw a dozen fireballs with less effort than that spell takes out of me. I haven’t even fixed Mierrek’s arm yet.” 
 
    “You appear to have an excellent shelter and plenty of guards,” Yargol spoke up. He glanced to Scars as he spoke. “Any lost energy will return with more rest. Once War Cloud sees to your guards, he’ll need time to recover his energy, too.” 
 
    “It’s not just DigDig, either,” said Scars. “You offered the same terms for all of us.” 
 
    “What?” Zuck burst. “You can’t make demands on me! I’m the boss!” 
 
    “We’ve almost doubled your numbers just by walking through the door,” Scars countered. “Can you really afford to have us walk away?” 
 
    “Can you afford to try it?” Mierrek warned. 
 
    “Don’t care anymore,” said DigDig, his voice as low and firm as the goblin king’s. “Rather go down fighting than work for nothing again.” He glanced to Scars to let him know he meant it. “Worked for years. Said you would fix my teeth. Never did. Never got it done.” He stepped up in front of the wizard, head tilting backward to look him in the eyes. “Fix. My. Fucking. Teeth.” 
 
    Zuck’s jaw nearly dropped. He looked to the hobgoblin at his side, then the other faces in the chamber. Once again, the guards tensed, waiting for an order. Mierrek’s hand drifted to the sword on his belt. 
 
    “Living in fear gets old after a while,” spoke up a new voice. Though DigDig still stared up at Zuck, everyone else looked to Shady Tooth. The bugbear stood with her hands on the knives at her belt, looking straight at the wizard and his allied king. “Sooner or later, it’s not worth living at all. Loyalty will last, but loyalty has to be earned.” 
 
    No one else spoke. Yargol nodded in agreement. War Cloud already had his eyes on Venko. 
 
    Mierrek sneered, his lip pulling back to reveal teeth far too perfect for a hobgoblin of his age. “You know what, Zuck? Maybe she’s got a point. Maybe everyone here needs a little reminder of their loyalties.” 
 
    “Subtle,” grunted War Cloud. “No one could possibly know what you mean by that.” 
 
    “Fine,” the wizard fumed. He threw up his hands to let his sleeves fall back. “C’mere. I’ll fix your—” 
 
    “Zuck,” said Yargol. His subservient tone vanished. He still hadn’t pulled his hood up. “You teleported to this place. We fought our way down here. Imagine what that means.” He kept his eyes locked on the wizard’s. “You’re short-handed as it is. Do you want to go shorter?” 
 
    Once more, the wizard hesitated, taking in everyone’s mood. “I don’t know what you’re trying to suggest. Do you mind? I have a procedure to run here. You, goblin. Open up wide.” He peered down at his patient, bringing his hands to either side of DigDig’s mouth with his fingers bent in strange, arcane positions. A faint glow developed around his hands. “I swear, you can level a village with the power of thunder, but as soon as you come up with one stupid dental spell it’s all anyone remembers. It’s like working in the fucking palace again.” 
 
    “I take it you did a lot of this in your old job?” asked Scars. 
 
    “If you ever get a chance to look close at the royals and their closer noble buddies, you’ll see plenty of perfect smiles,” Zuck muttered bitterly. “Ugh. Goblin breath. This will only take a moment. It may hurt a little and it’ll probably feel weird. Don’t freak out on me.” 
 
    DigDig closed his mouth. “Wait. You know what to fix already?” 
 
    “It’s not like I need a reference book. This is magic. I’m setting your teeth to the way they would be without any decay or damage over time and making sure they align straight. It works the same for everyone. Same principles as my repair cantrip, except harder. Your body knows how it’s supposed to look. Don’t worry about it. You want me to do this, right? Open up.” 
 
    With DigDig’s wary compliance, the wizard set to work. He murmured words of magic and made strange gestures with his fingers. Other than the occasional wince or grunt and the odd noise from DigDig’s mouth, the goblin seemed fine. Scars soon found himself more wary of Mierrek and his guards than any cruel tricks from Zuck. Thankfully, War Cloud and Shady Tooth shared his vigilance. Only Yargol kept careful watch over the wizard, to which he was best suited. 
 
    Zuck let out the sigh of a man who’d just moved a couch. “There. No cracks, no gaps, no rot. Keep out of the way of any fists or bludgeons and they’ll look like that until you die,” he grumbled, ending with a note of resentment. “Now can we get on with things?” 
 
    “Sore,” said DigDig, rubbing his jaw. 
 
    “Of course it’s sore. You’ll get over it soon enough.” 
 
    DigDig gestured with his shovel to Scars. “Him next.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” 
 
    “I never expected so much whining from an outlaw wizard overlord,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Who the hell are you to criticize?” Zuck shot back. “I don’t even know you. Any of you. Does even one of you know what a pain in the ass labor relations can be? Bad enough I’ve got these guys negotiating for a raise every year,” he said, gesturing to Mierrek and his closest guards. “Now I’ve gotta do all this shit, too? Now?” 
 
    “Raises,” said Scars. “You don’t say.” 
 
    “Perks of being in charge of a kingdom rather than being scrubs,” said Mierrek. 
 
    “It’s not such a kingdom today, is it?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “We’ll hold off on doing my teeth for now,” said Scars. He noted the relief in Zuck’s shoulders. “Take care of Shady Tooth next.” 
 
    “Oh, what the f—alright, fine. I guess we’re not going anywhere today. Come on,” Zuck grumbled. His attitude diminished once she towered over him. He seemed to think her mouth was large enough to bite his entire face. “I’m not seeing any shady teeth in here.” 
 
    “The name isn’t for my teeth. It’s for my knives.” Her hands rested on the handles of the blades at her belt. “Show me yours and I’ll show you mine, human.” 
 
    “Uh. No, that’s okay. I’ll take your word for it. Let’s see here…” 
 
    He finished with Shady Tooth as quickly as with DigDig, and then with Yargol, though his disdain grew once pressured to look closely at his own apprentice. When it came to War Cloud’s turn, the gnoll approached with such an unsettling grin Scars could hardly blame the wizard for his reluctance. 
 
    By the time he was finished, Zuck’s breath seemed heavier and his face turned a shade redder. Collapse seemed far off, but the toll on the wizard’s energy was clear as his sullen eyes turned to Scars. “I suppose you want yours done, too?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Fine, but that’s it. I do this and we’re done. No makeovers, no chiropractic service, no dream remediation, no—” 
 
    “Dream remediation?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    Zuck rolled his eyes. “What do you think I do all day? I’m out here to self-improve. It’s not all about amassing power and wealth. I mean yeah, most of it is that, but magic isn’t all for fireballs and invisibility. At some point you’ve got to look inward.” 
 
    “You had your guards kidnap and ransom people from the lowlands,” said War Cloud. “Your minions punished the theft of bread with death. You sat atop a power structure built on brutality and abuse. Amid all that, you focused your magic on having softer dreams at night?” 
 
    “Oh, whatever. The world’s a rough place and life isn’t fair. You all had jobs. Get over it.” 
 
    “You don’t have to put up with this, Zuck,” said Mierrek. 
 
    “I know what I’m doing. We need more bodies here, not less. Maybe if you inspired a little loyalty in your subordinates they wouldn’t be a giant raging pain in my ass right now.” He turned back to Scars. “Open up. Let’s get this done.” He raised his hands to either side of the half-orc’s jaw. 
 
    The moment the spell began, Scars understood the grunts and gargles that came from his companions. He felt teeth move in his mouth, some tilting, others growing. He didn’t think he had much to fix until the strange ripples of muscle and cartilage ran through his jaw. Despite the pain, Scars eyed the others standing nearby. Though he couldn’t spot everyone without turning away, he saw War Cloud still vigilant and ready. DigDig, too. Yet so were Mierrek and his guards. Nobody would get the drop on anyone else here…with one possible, critical exception. 
 
    “There,” the wizard huffed. “Are you satisfied now?” 
 
    “Just about,” said Scars. His hand, low at his side, curled into a fist. 
 
    Behind him, a heavy thud resonated through the closed door. More slamming and beating at the doorway drew everyone’s attention. Despite the utility of such a distraction in the face of the fight he was about to start, even Scars had to look back. 
 
    The doorway flew open. Another of Mierrek’s bodyguards tumbled through, followed by Teryn. Her bandana still covered the lower half of her face. She held her hands over her head in a show of peace, one holding her bow and the other Yargol’s staff. Her eyes found Scars. 
 
    “They’re here,” she said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    The hobgoblin guards raised spears and leveled swords at her appearance. “What the hell are you doing here?” Zuck burst. 
 
    “Oh, shut up, Olen,” she grunted. 
 
    “Olen?” Shady Tooth blinked. 
 
    “She’s with us,” Scars answered. “She’s not a threat.” 
 
    “They’re probably only here in the first place because of—” 
 
    “Would you shut up and focus on what matters now?” Teryn interrupted the wizard. “I don’t want them to find me anymore than you do. I was at the top of the staircase and I heard them talking as they approached.” 
 
    “She’s right. Barricade the door. Use the furniture,” said Scars. 
 
    “You’re not the boss here!” Zuck snapped. He looked to Mierrek. “Well? Tell your guys to do something.” 
 
    “Move some furniture in front of the door,” said Mierrek. He stepped past, waving his good arm at the other hobgoblins. “Be quick! Try not to make noise.” 
 
    “There’s no point being quiet, they’ll know we’re here,” grumbled Teryn. She strode past the guards, lowering her bow and the staff. “We left a fresh trail through the dust out there.” 
 
    Happy to leave Mierrek and Zuck to the distraction, Scars leaned in close to DigDig with a hand on his shoulder. “Hold back,” he said quietly. “Find us a way out of here. One of the back walls or something.” 
 
    As if to object, DigDig held up his shovel—and then blinked. “Right!” He hustled off to the back of the chamber, where Zuck’s four-post bed lay behind heavy drapes. 
 
    “Wait, not that!” Zuck objected, oblivious to the planning behind him. “Not my armoire. Put something else in front of the door. And hey, what’s with the staff?” 
 
    Yargol hardly looked Zuck’s way as he accepted the staff from Teryn. “We only just found it. I’ve already bound it to myself, but I haven’t had time to figure out how to use it.” 
 
    “Damn it Yargol, what did I tell you about binding magical implements?” 
 
    “You said everything belongs to you, only I thought you were dead. You also never trained me to use any of this because you wanted everything to yourself.” 
 
    Zuck glared at Yargol, but couldn’t come up with anything to contradict that. “Damn it. Fine. Keep it for now. Maybe you can’t use its spells, but you can probably still draw energy from it. Try the Tirgadeleine recitation and focus on the staff. It works for most enchanted implements.” 
 
    “Now you tell me,” Yargol muttered. Noting the way Scars and now Teryn lingered toward the back of the chamber, he withdrew to join them while he began reciting strange words. 
 
    “And cover up that ugly face,” Zuck added. “It’s distracting.” 
 
    At the front of the room, moving a heavy cabinet with a hobgoblin, Shady Tooth looked back to Scars. He dared not speak, though he shook his head to answer her silent question. 
 
    Behind them, a shovel tapped at the masonry. War Cloud glanced back only once before he caught on. He quickly grabbed the nearest bookshelf on the wall and overturned it to cover the noise. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Zuck snapped. 
 
    “We need cover,” he said. “Not everyone can fight at the door. Shooting from cover will hold them off longer.” 
 
    “Maybe you assholes want to take the front, then?” Zuck asked. “You’re the ones who got me worn out with magic dentistry right before these jerks showed up.” 
 
    Scars unslung the crossbow from his back, moving behind the overturned bookcase. “Sorry, I’m a marksman.” 
 
    “I’ve got a bow,” said Teryn as she joined him. 
 
    “You want your healer in the back,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “I’m a spellcaster, not a fighter,” said Yargol. Behind the drapes, DigDig continued his quiet tapping. 
 
    Shady Tooth left the hobgoblins at the front of the room with her knives in hand. She glanced once at Zuck. “Fuck you,” she explained. 
 
    With another irritated sigh, the wizard turned his attention to the door. He raised his hands at his sides with sparkles of magical energy shimmering between his fingers. Hobgoblin guards held to either side of the door, weapons ready to stab and smash the first person to come through. No one spoke. Even DigDig’s tapping had stopped. Scars looked back to the drapes, where he found DigDig peeking back and showing a raised thumb. 
 
    A soft, low, metallic rattle broke the silence. One of the hobgoblins leaned in closer to the door before looking back to Zuck and Mierrek. “They’re picking the lock!” he announced. 
 
    “Oh shit!” came a muffled voice through the door. “Someone’s in there!” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” said Zuck. 
 
    The thick door crashed from its hinges. An armored dwarf with a war hammer appeared as the culprit, ducking low in his first steps. Small balls of fire flew over his head, bulging as if about to explode, yet Zuck unleashed his own magic the instant they appeared. The spheres shrank into mere puffs of smoke. “Aw, cockblocked!” complained a voice from the hallway. 
 
    Gripping his weapon and shield, the dwarf slammed through one hobgoblin to the left of the doorway and smashed into the next beside him. His helm obscured everything about his face except his prodigious red facial hair and his angry blue eyes. “Who said it?” he demanded angrily. “Which one of you fuckers said I’m a Beerbeard?” 
 
    “And who reset all those fucking traps and sicced all the ghouls on us?” complained another voice from the hall. 
 
    “Aw hell,” said Teryn, letting her first arrow fly. Though the head struck the dwarf’s helm, he didn’t even seem to notice. 
 
    Another heavily armored warrior plunged through the doorway, this one a human moving straight to confront another of the hobgoblins. A white glow ran through his sword as he slashed into his opponent. “Justice has come for you!” he bellowed. 
 
    “Lawrence, Rothgar, watch out,” called a voice from the hallway. “They’ve got a caster.” 
 
    “It’s the wizard,” growled the dwarf. “He’s here.” 
 
    “Oooh, boss fight!” shouted someone else. A lithe, thin body with trailing blonde hair sailed over the doorway scrum with an elven saber and dagger. She landed in a roll, only to plant her feet and dive backward to stab into a hobgoblin before it could reach the human warrior. “Sneak attack!” she yelled. 
 
    “My thanks, Kiana,” said the armored human. 
 
    “Great, they’re doing roll call,” muttered Scars, looking for a clear shot. Though he hardly cared for the hobgoblins up front, accidentally shooting them now would be counterproductive. He sent his first crossbow bolt through the doorway in hopes of keeping the rest of the adventurers back. Yargol followed with much the same thought, throwing an Icefire Dagger after the shot. Neither of them hit much. 
 
    A sharp howl beside Scars drew everyone’s attention. Zuck pulled his hands apart in an up-and-down motion, creating a spiral of fire between them that swiftly formed into a humanoid form: feminine, curvaceous, elven…and naked. The fiery elf maiden screamed in rage before she flew across the room to explode right outside the doorway. Flames and bits of debris flooded the entrance, jarring everyone nearby. 
 
    “Why?” grunted War Cloud. “Why is she naked? Why?” 
 
    “Do you know how much work it is to animate women’s clothing?” snapped Zuck. “What more do you want from me?” 
 
    “A little dignity, maybe?” muttered Yargol. 
 
    “We’re alright!” called a voice from the doorway. “Keep fighting. We’re fine.” 
 
    “Aw, son of a bitch,” Zuck whined. “It looked so cool when I practiced it in private.” 
 
    Shady Tooth shook her head. “Gods, I hope you all die.” 
 
    The clash of metal and muscle resumed. Scars reloaded his dwarven crossbow with one pull of the crank. Putting the weapon through its motions, he looked back to the drapes again for DigDig. He hoped he’d see the drapes flung aside to reveal a hole in the back wall. Instead, the fabric hung neatly as always. Then he noticed the hole in the roof in the center of the four posts of Zuck’s bed. A rough block of masonry tumbled into view from the mattress behind the drapes. 
 
    “Shady Tooth, go,” said Scars. 
 
    Crouched behind the overturned bookcase, Shady Tooth looked surprised at his order. Rather than argue, she rushed for the drapes with her head and shoulders ducked low. 
 
    “Hey, you can do better than that, can’t you?” called a woman’s voice in the hall. “Is fire all you’ve got?” 
 
    Yargol hurled another magical shaft of flaming ice. This time, he struck the dwarf across the back of his shoulder. Chunks of burning ice burst off his armor while a tiny tongue of flame enjoyed a heartbeat of life along the dwarf’s hair. Rothgar immediately retreated into a crouch with his shield up. “Mishael, shut up! That fire does damage!” he shouted. “I need healing! Geoffrey, I need healing!” 
 
    Another human in armor emerged through the doorway, this one leading with his shield. The sigil of Lahstul, god of light, shone brightly from his shield. “Hold on, Rothgar. I’m com—wait, you’re barely even burned.” 
 
    “I have to stay at full strength!” the dwarf snapped. “What good are you if you don’t keep me healed? I’m the one who carries this whole team.” 
 
    “You mean you’re the one who steals all the kills,” Kiana shot back. 
 
    “Gods, I hate adventurers so fucking much,” Zuck seethed. His hands crackled with the energy of another spell. 
 
    A rope now hung from the hole in the ceiling behind the drapes. Scars reached past Teryn to pat War Cloud on the shoulder. “Go,” he grunted. 
 
    “I’m not leaving you behind.” 
 
    “Then wait for us.” 
 
    War Cloud’s lip pulled back with frustration. He touched Scars and Teryn on the shoulder. “Her Blessings to you both,” he said before rushing for the back of the room. 
 
    At the doorway, the adventurers dominated the remaining hobgoblins with ease and even glee. The dwarf laughed as he brought his hammer down on another guard. The elf parried and dodged and cackled. Teryn loosed another arrow, this one striking Geoffrey in the leg. He withdrew behind his shield and the protection of his fellows, but seemed unlikely to stay out long. 
 
    “One more moment,” Zuck murmured, his hands crackling with energy again. 
 
    Scars drew down on the human warrior, waiting for a clear shot as his target slammed through another guard. With the warrior’s shield thrown aside, Scars pulled the trigger. Though the bolt merely bounced off the chain and leather covering the back of his shoulder, Scars thought he saw a few drops of blood. Then the warrior stood up straight and fixed him with a gaze that glowed with divine magic. 
 
    “You!” shouted Lawrence. He pointed his blade at Scars, heedless of the fighting all around him. The toll of a bell rang out from nowhere. A single beam of golden light ran from his sword to Scars, leaving the recipient glowing. “This debt of blood shall be repaid with your life, monster!” 
 
    “Really? You’re giving it up for that?” joked Kiana. 
 
    “No one else has harmed him,” said Rothgar. He shoved away the last opponent on his side of the door. Only Venko still fought. 
 
    “Hold them one more moment,” said Zuck. 
 
    “Yargol,” said Scars. He cranked his crossbow while Teryn loosed another arrow. The glow faded, but only a little. 
 
    Zuck waved his hands out level and forward, hissing out a final word of magic. With a crackle and a rush of air, the floor stretching from the wizard’s feet to the doorway was suddenly coated with ice. 
 
    Geoffrey yelped, slipping and falling against the wall while he tried to remove Teryn’s arrow from his leg. Rothgar’s killing blow against his opponent took an unexpected turn as both he and his foe wound up on the floor. Lawrence only made it a single step toward his declared vendetta with Scars before he also succumbed to the slick sheet of ice. 
 
    “There we go,” Zuck growled, raising his hands as they crackled with power. 
 
    “Go,” Scars said in the same moment, tapping Yargol and Teryn on the shoulder. The former rushed for their escape without looking back. Teryn followed but didn’t turn, still shooting one arrow after another in her retreat. 
 
    Her shots all but vanished amid a hail of blue bolts of energy thrown from Zuck’s hands. All of them found their marks, unerringly striking each of the adventurers without fail. Curses and frustration over the ice sheet turned to yelps and cries of pain as the party suffered the magic onslaught. For a moment, Scars thought the tide had turned. 
 
    Then he saw the party’s wizard step forward, conjuring a barrier of transparent purple light curving from the ceiling to the floor to cover each of her companions. The remaining blasts from Zuck’s spell harmlessly vanished against the magical shield. Geoffrey did his part, too, raising his gloved hand with a glowing symbol of Lahstul in his palm. The same shimmering light enveloped each of his compatriots. Yet it was the wizard who promptly got credit from her allies. 
 
    “Good looking out, Mishael!” yelled Kiana. With a quick kip-up to get back on her feet, Kiana vaulted herself into the air off of Venko as he tried to rise and get back in the fight. Her jump carried her wildly farther than it should have, bringing her back to ground right on top of Teryn before the bandit could reach the curtain. Teryn stumbled to her hands and knees while Kiana whirled around to hurl her dagger straight into Mierrek’s gut. The hobgoblin king fell against the book case in pain, knocking the bit of cover flat to the floor. 
 
    Still moving with terrifying agility, the elf woman continued her spin to kick Teryn in the face. Her boot knocked the bandit’s mask free, bringing the only pause to her attack. “Oh shit,” Kiana blurted. “Are you—?” 
 
    Teryn kicked back hard, slamming Kiana away and onto her butt. Scars took the opening. He lunged away from Zuck’s side and tackled the elf to the floor. “Go!” he roared. 
 
    “Go where?” Zuck asked. “What are—wait, where is everyone?” 
 
    Though wrestling with Kiana, Scars pointed back to the doorway at Zuck’s question. The other adventurers had already healed up under Geoffrey’s spell. Lawrence put his blade through Venko before he’d made it off his knees. “Fight!” Scars shouted. 
 
    “Mishael, you can’t take care of this ice?” complained Rothgar, still slipping. 
 
    “In a moment,” said the adventuring wizard. Her gaze focused on Zuck. “Priorities.” 
 
    “Aw hell,” Zuck whined. 
 
    Lightning crackled from her hands. Zuck threw up a magical shield, smaller than the one Mishael conjured over her companions but still able to block her power. His face turned red with signs of strain at the effort. 
 
    Nearby on the floor, Scars got a solid hold on his opponent’s left wrist and bent it behind her. The elf’s agility and speed were terrifying. Thus far, he had her on her belly and unable to turn her sword on him. He knew his advantage wouldn’t last. He also knew how dangerous she’d be if she got to her feet, even if her friends didn’t come to her aid in time. 
 
    Scars put his only real advantages to work. With one hand still clenched around her wrist and the other latched onto her belt, he planted his feet firmly to heave her up over his head. 
 
    “Wait, what the fuck, this isn’t cool!” Kiana protested. “Grappling never makes any sense! Let me goooh shit!” she wailed as Scars hurled her through the air. The elf landed in a crash of armor against stone, but Scars didn’t pause to look back at the damage. He ran for the escape behind the drapes. 
 
    “Ow! You’re supposed to catch me, you fuckheads!” Kiana complained behind him. 
 
    “How? I can barely stand,” said Lawrence. 
 
    “I’m not optimized for catching elves,” fumed Rothgar. “Seriously, how do you even get proficient at that?” 
 
    “Hey, where are all the wizard’s back-up goons going, anyway?” asked Geoffrey. 
 
    “Damn it, guys, a little help here?” grunted Mishael. 
 
    Scars left Zuck and the adventurers to their wizardly pushing contest. Behind the drapes, he found the four-post bed covered in rocks and dust. Larger pieces of masonry littered the floor all around after bouncing from the mattress. The rope dangled from the hole in the ceiling, with DigDig and War Cloud watching from the shadows above. “Just grab the rope,” said War Cloud. “We’ve got you.” 
 
    Following instructions, Scars expected War Cloud would pull while he climbed. He didn’t expect to soar up through the hole in a single breath. Scars barely had time to get one hand on the edge and push himself away before his shoulder collided with it. An instant later, he was on the floor of another tunnel of dust and scattered bones. War Cloud stood a few yards away, holding one end of the rope. Shady Tooth stood only a few yards farther along, now dropping the line from her hands. Yargol and Teryn waited near her, both holding glowstones to light the way. 
 
    Shouts and the sound of explosions carried up through the hole from the bottom floor. The fight raged on in Zuck’s chamber, though it sounded as if it had already taken a decisive turn. They didn’t have much of a lead in their escape. 
 
    War Cloud stepped past Scars before he could get up off the floor. As if they’d planned it, DigDig practically leaped into the gnoll’s arms. Catching DigDig at the waist, War Cloud held him up over his head. The goblin swung his shovel at the ceiling over the hole. 
 
    Masonry split and broke with each strike. Cracks became fractures. Dust and pebbles fell like rain, soon followed by larger chunks. Though DigDig swung with little in the way of technique, he knew where he wanted to hit. Each blow created a line in the ceiling several feet long, first at one side of the hole, then the other. Seconds later, a huge block of stone fell from the ceiling to plug the hole over Zuck’s bed. 
 
    With the job finished, War Cloud set DigDig down at his feet. Their guide looked up to Scars with a proud grin. “We made a plan, too.” 
 
    “Good,” Scars huffed. He turned from the pair to his other companions farther down the hall. “Run.” 
 
    Shady Tooth led the group, though she hesitated at the first intersection in the hall to look back to their guide. “Which way?” 
 
    “Right,” called DigDig. Starting from behind everyone else and running on shorter legs, he couldn’t exactly gain ground on anyone. “Hall goes right, then go up the stairs.” 
 
    “Scars,” said Teryn over her shoulder. “The elf woman—did she say anything else?” 
 
    “Only more adventurer banter,” he answered. “I wasn’t listening.” 
 
    “There’s something I should tell you. All of you. But there isn’t time,” she said. 
 
    “Then save your breath for running,” War Cloud urged. “Tell us when we’re clear.” 
 
    At the stairs, Shady Tooth lingered again, but only long enough to make sure the others kept up. “Do you think they’ll chase?” she asked. 
 
    “Their casters got a workout and they took some hits,” said Scars. “Even if they heal up with magic, they’ll be worn down. The dwarf yelled about being in an optimal state. If we’re lucky, they’ll hold off on chasing us.” 
 
    “Have we been lucky so far?” Shady Tooth scowled. 
 
    “Depends on how you look at luck,” said War Cloud. “We made it all the way here.” He held his spot at the entrance to the stairway, seemingly taking the rear of the group. 
 
    DigDig pushed his way past the bigger companion. He stabbed his shovel into the wall, prying loose masonry blocks and sending them tumbling down the stairway. Darting back from his own destruction, he dug farther up along the staircase with his next few steps. As debris fell from the stairs, he turned his attention to the steps themselves. DigDig jammed the tool into the step beneath him, pushing it deeper with his foot on the shovelhead. His efforts pried the whole step loose along with the next one beneath it. A cacophony of shattering and clattering stone arose along with a grey cloud of dust. He hopped back up the steps and did it again, leaving a gap in the stairway bounded only by the jagged and difficult angles of the natural rock beneath. 
 
    He turned back to the others with a proud smile and jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Luck,” said the goblin. 
 
    Shady Tooth threw up her hands. “For fuck’s sake. You’re a goblin named DigDig and you found a magic shovel.” 
 
    “I know!” he replied. 
 
    “That’s not luck. That’s something else.” 
 
    “I know.” He hurried up the stairs. “We’re gonna make it.” 
 
    Yargol threw a grave look at Scars. “She’s right. And that shovel carries no simple enchantment.” 
 
    “Later,” said Scars. “We’ll ponder all that later.” 
 
    DigDig’s sense of direction held true. Rushing out of the stairwell, they found familiar halls with new tracks in the dusty floor. No one bothered with stealth or shadow now. Half the group held glowstones in their hands as they spilled out of the trading post and into the plaza. At the doors, DigDig stopped to look back, but War Cloud tugged him along. “Too many doors and windows,” he said. “Knocking one down won’t keep them shut inside. Keep going.” 
 
    Shady Tooth covered ground the fastest, though Teryn was close behind. “How do we tell which bars move?” Teryn wondered, looking over the network of steel. 
 
    Breathing hard, Yargol staggered to a stop beside them. “Should be simple enough,” he gasped. “I should’ve thought of this earlier. Watch closely.” The magician waved his staff and his empty hand at the center of the gate, hissing out a single, unintelligible word. Dust coating the bars of the gate disappeared in the blink of an eye, though for two bars close to the center, the spell took longer as more dust burst from cracks along the junctures between pieces of steel. 
 
    “There,” said Teryn, pointing to the clouds. “It’s that simple?” 
 
    Yargol grasped one bar of interest and twisted. The metal turned with little resistance. He pulled it back like a lever, drawing forth a mechanical rattle. “Apparently so,” he said. “If only I’d thought to consider the gate might hold its own trigger. I feel like a fool.” 
 
    “Don’t kick yourself,” said Shady Tooth. She gripped, turned, and pulled the opposite bar. “How long do you think it took Zuck to figure it out?” 
 
    The mechanical rattle grew ever louder. Dust fell from above as the gate stirred. Splitting at the center, the gate began to open with its sides turning inward. Yargol and the others stepped back warily, looking from the dark caverns on the other side to the trading post. 
 
    “I guess it is an all-or-nothing gate after all,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Can we shut this thing behind us?” asked War Cloud. 
 
    “We can try,” said Yargol. 
 
    “I suppose it’s a bad time to ask if it’s any safer on the other side?” asked Teryn. 
 
    “Yes,” said DigDig. 
 
    “Good,” she breathed. 
 
    “No, I mean it’s a bad time to ask.” 
 
    “It’s what we’ve got,” said Scars, urgently patting his companions on the back. “Go. Now.” 
 
    One by one, they slipped through the gate as it still opened. Yargol and Scars lingered until the last was through before throwing the trigger bars back into place. As they’d hoped, the gate stopped, rattled with a new tone, and reversed. As soon as its motion was clear, the pair followed the rest out. 
 
    On the other side, Scars looked back toward the trading post, but he saw only the barest traces of the structure. Light from the glowstones didn’t reach the steps of the edifice. It did, however, limit his own vision in the dark. He accepted the darkness as a good sign, figuring the adventurers needed some light of their own. 
 
    The thought turned his eyes to his own hands. The glow from Lawrence’s declaration and his blade seemed to have vanished. Scars saw no trace of it now. Several explanations came to mind, but they all seemed too hopeful. He couldn’t do anything about it now, anyway. 
 
    Scars turned back to follow the path. The gate crept shut behind him, closing up with a final mechanical thud, and then stood silent. The sound brought him no sense of solace or finality as he followed the others into the caverns. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    The touch of dwarven craftsmanship grew lighter as they descended into the Tor Rathad, but it never fully disappeared. Paths through rough areas never grew too steep or too winding for easy passage. Patches could be seen in the occasional crack in the road. Most telling of all, some glowstones still shone brightly in sconces attached to the natural rock walls of the cavern trails. Here and there, they survived in abundance to fully light the way, while others served only as a beacon in the darkness. 
 
    Wildlife within the caverns marked an even greater difference between the dwarven hold and the Tor Rathad. Death and undeath ruled the lower reaches of the hold, snuffing out everything, large or small. Shortly out of sight from the gate, the group found the first mushrooms and bugs they’d seen in their escape. Skittering rodents and the flutter of bats’ wings turned up not long after. 
 
    Another new sound appeared before the group had even caught their breath: “Is that a river?” asked Yargol. 
 
    “Coming up on one, yeah,” said DigDig. “Around the bend. Have to cross a bridge. Strong bridge, not like before in the mines. Masonry.” 
 
    “Was all this originally dug by water?” asked Teryn. “Was this an underground river, too?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Don’t think so,” DigDig answered. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Maybe it was all dug with magic shovels,” said War Cloud. 
 
    DigDig looked back over his shoulder with a wide-eyed grin. “Hey, you think?” 
 
    “The dwarves say they were born of the earth and stone. Their myths portray the existence of the underground realm as a gift from their gods made solely for them,” said Yargol. “The goblin folk have much the same tradition.” 
 
    “We do?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Certainly there’s always variation. Goblin folk don’t share a consistent religious education. Common threads exist, at least.” 
 
    “Whatever. We have bigger concerns,” she said. “Where are we going now? DigDig, how far have you gone on these paths? Where are you taking us? And what should we be on the lookout for? Traps, predators?” 
 
    “Not this close to the gate from what I’ve seen,” said DigDig. “Going to a waterfall up ahead in a crevice past the bridge. Plenty of room to climb. Not too high. Mostly space, not water, good handholds. You bigger types won’t even have to squeeze through. Could throw down a rope, too.” 
 
    “So we’ll be strung out one by one again?” asked War Cloud. He threw Scars a wary glance. “I’d rather we stick together.” 
 
    “So would I,” said Scars. Walking a step behind, Teryn looked from War Cloud to Scars and bit her lip. 
 
    DigDig shrugged. “Could keep going on the dwarf road, too. Don’t know it, but roads go places. Maybe it takes us longer and farther, but we might get to another old post before long. Can probably find a break to the surface there.” 
 
    “You don’t know what lies beyond that way?” asked Yargol. 
 
    “Never went far past the bridge or the waterfall. Didn’t want to be gone too long.” 
 
    “Dwarf roads aren’t abandoned like the stronghold. Sooner or later we’ll run into dwarves. Living dwarves who won’t be any friendlier to us than the dead,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    The river grew louder as they came to a bend in the underground trail. Water trickled steadily along while staying out of sight. Rocks and shadows concealed it right up to the bend itself, where it broke free and ran parallel to the trail, soon separating the cavern into opposite banks. The feeling of moisture in the air came on almost as suddenly as the sight of the water. 
 
    As promised, a nearby bridge spanned the full length of the river. Concrete pilings and metal girders ensured stability even after all these centuries. Moss and algae covered up the carvings and decorations, muting its former glory. 
 
    “Haven’t seen the river this high before,” said DigDig. “Channel goes deep. Usually doesn’t come up this high on the bridge.” 
 
    “The snowcaps are melting fast this year,” said Shady Tooth. She walked at the front with DigDig, stepping onto the bridge. No traps or opposition lay in sight. Her shoulders relaxed. She walked taller. The tension of her stride throughout the journey became all the more noticeable as it fell away. She wasn’t the only one to feel a sense of relief…though it was not unanimous. 
 
    “There’s something I need to tell you all,” said Teryn. Her eyes fell to the bridge masonry at her feet. “I hope you can understand why I didn’t tell you from the start. To be honest, I didn’t know if I would have need, but I’d rather you hear it from me first…” She shook her head and took a deep breath. “I’m—” 
 
    “Princess Teryn!” bellowed a strong voice from the riverbank behind them. 
 
    She stopped cold. Her eyes turned to the ceiling as she seethed. “Fuck.” 
 
    “Princess?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Yeah, this is awkward,” Teryn sighed. 
 
    “You’re a princess?” Shady Tooth repeated. “These assholes came here to rescue you, didn’t they? That’s what this is all about?” 
 
    “Well…” she winced. 
 
    “Princess Teryn!” repeated the paladin. The party of adventurers walked with purpose, weapons drawn and faces wary, though they did not break into a charge. The paladin led the way, his armor dented, stained with blood, and smudged with soot like the rest of his allies. Sacks of loot bounced on their hips and backpacks hung from their shoulders. Though they flung some of their plunder down at the foot of the bridge, their posture suggested a different sort of burden. Even without the extra bags, the party stood with heavy breath and shoulders sagged as if weary from battle. 
 
    “By order of His Majesty, King Dostin, you are charged with treason, sedition, assault, theft, murder, incitement to war, and attempted regicide. Surrender now and you will be brought back to your father peacefully for judgment,” demanded Lawrence. 
 
    Teryn rolled her eyes. “It wasn’t regicide. Prince Leonden isn’t a king yet.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Shady Tooth blurted. 
 
    “Leonden? Of the Kingdom of Velic?” Yargol asked. 
 
    “I know I said was a bandit, but that’s not entirely accurate,” Teryn admitted. “I’m more of a political insurgent.” 
 
    “Monsters,” Lawrence continued, pointing to the others with his blade. “Release her and you will be shown mercy. Harm her and you will all die.” 
 
    “Whoa! What happened to the clean sweep?” hissed the elven woman behind him. 
 
    “Guess that depends on your definition of mercy,” grumbled the dwarf. 
 
    “Kiana, Rothgar, hush,” warned the cleric. “Let him handle this part.” 
 
    “Do I look like a prisoner to you?” Teryn held out her bow in one hand and an arrow in the other. 
 
    “An enchantment over her mind would likely have ended by now,” conceded the wizard standing behind the paladin. Like the rest, she stayed at the foot of the bridge. “Yet there’s only one way to be sure.” With a dramatic, snapping flourish, she waved out both of her hands in a gesture of magic. 
 
    Everyone on the bridge drew their weapons and braced to meet a charge. It didn’t come. The wizard’s spell caused nothing more than a brief, almost dull shimmer around Teryn. “What was that?” asked Scars. 
 
    “A dispelling effect,” said Yargol. “A work of counter-magic, but aimed against nothing.” 
 
    At the foot of the bridge, the wizard scowled. “He’s right. There’s nothing to dispel. She’s with them of her own choice.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” said Rothgar. “We fought our way here to find her. We can fight through these losers, too.” 
 
    “What was Zuck’s plan in holding you?” Scars asked Teryn, never taking his eyes off the party at the foot of the bridge. “What did he want out of it? Ransom? A bargaining chip with the king?” 
 
    “He hadn’t really gotten around to telling me his plans,” she answered. “We never talked much even when he was part of the court.” 
 
    “Insurance seems more likely,” said Yargol. “Whatever his plan, it didn’t work out for him.” 
 
    “So who is Prince Leonden?” asked Shady Tooth. 
 
    “An asshole from White Rock my father wanted me to marry. Neither of them would take no for an answer. I tried a dagger in his gut instead.” 
 
    Lawrence blinked in surprise. He wasn’t alone. “So you admit your crime?” asked the cleric beside him. 
 
    At that, Shady Tooth straightened from her combat-ready crouch to stand partly in front of Teryn. “She told him no.” 
 
    “With a knife?” asked Rothgar. 
 
    “Do you think a woman skips straight to knives without reason?” Shady Tooth countered. 
 
    “Well, actually…” began Geoffrey. 
 
    “Fuck off,” said Shady Tooth. Her eyes flicked to Mishael and Kiana. “And you two should know better.” 
 
    “Like I’m gonna take this kind of lecturing from a bugbear?” Kiana scowled. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what the king is truly like?” asked Teryn. “Look at you: a wizard, an elf, a cleric of light, a paladin—” 
 
    “Alleged paladin,” snorted War Cloud. 
 
    “—have you seen how the people suffer? Did you think even once about the order to drive out all of the orcs and goblin folk? Or did you merely see a reward note on a poster and never consider the source? Or the truth? You haven’t even asked me anything about it, and I’m right here.” 
 
    The cleric glanced to his companions. The dwarf shrugged. “There are two sides to every story, but only one of them gets us paid here.” 
 
    “You’re not taking anyone from my crew,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    Her words drew a glance from Scars, but he knew better than to draw attention to her choice. Instead, he closed ranks beside her. “She stays with us,” he said. 
 
    “That means a lot, but now you’re kinda blocking my shot,” Teryn said from between and behind them. 
 
    “You are still marked by my vendetta, monster,” said Lawrence. 
 
    “Have you tried getting over it?” asked Scars. 
 
    His face instantly red with rage, Lawrence jerked the knots at his belt free to drop the loose sacks of loot from his hip. “I must resolve my vendetta before any other fight,” he said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Then let’s get on it,” said Geoffrey. 
 
    The words unleashed Lawrence into a headlong charge. Rothgar nearly kept up with him, with Kiana and Geoffrey trailing. Only Mishael stayed behind at the foot of the bridge, arms out in a quick whirling gesture that sent an ever-growing ball of fire ahead of her companions. 
 
    Yargol stood ready. Leaning hard on his staff both for support and its raw power, he held out his left arm in a blocking motion with a single arcane word. When he first called upon this spell against Mishael, he’d already been at his limit. He could protect no more than War Cloud and Scars in the library, even surviving on his own only by virtue of hiding under a table. Now he put a barrier over his entire crew, visible as soon as Mishael’s flames broke against it. Moss and insects caught fire and died all across the bridge; his friends felt the heat, but suffered no real harm. 
 
    He couldn’t hold back two such attacks. “Lahstul’s light take you!” shouted Geoffrey. Brilliant golden light erupted at the center of the crew, blasting through Yargol’s protection with searing pain for everyone. Yargol tumbled to the ground. War Cloud staggered. Shady Tooth turned away, bringing one arm up to shield her eyes. Teryn let out a yelp. 
 
    Scars held on, wincing and enduring it all, and then the enemy was upon them. Lawrence crashed into him, shield against shield. The sheer weight and strength of the armored paladin forced him a step back to stay upright. The paladin’s blade immediately came for his head. Scars ducked low, shoved back with his shield, and looked for some way through his enemy’s many defenses. 
 
    To one side, Rothgar charged in low against Shady Tooth with his hammer swinging in a broad arc. She rolled backward to avoid it, springing to her feet as soon as she was out of reach. Her eyes still squinted hard to recover from Geoffrey’s invocation of light. War Cloud took on the cleric, who led with his shield much like Lawrence, but Geoffrey held a less aggressive stance against War Cloud’s hefty sword. It was the only sign of any advantage Scars could see in his quick glances to his friends. 
 
    Then leather armor and blonde hair flew up in a rush over Lawrence. “Sneak attack!” yelled Kiana. She rolled in the air, planting one foot on Scars at the shoulder and digging a cut up along his back with her sword before she sprang off of him again. Leaping off his shoulder, she left Scars to desperately parry away another slash from Lawrence despite his pain. 
 
    Behind the front line of larger fighters, Teryn got her shot off at Mishael just as Kiana came down on her feet beside her. The arrow flew true—or true enough, at least. Though not a killing blow, Teryn’s missile landed in the wizard’s shoulder. She could only hope it would disrupt whatever new spell Mishael meant to throw. Then the tip of Kiana’s blade caught her bow, knocking it from her hand. Turning and leaping back for room, Teryn let her bow drop rather than see it cut in half. Her other hand grabbed for her sword, hopping backward to buy time against her much faster opponent. 
 
    She only realized her mistake as she got her blade out. Kiana didn’t go for her. “Need you out of my way, princess,” said Kiana. “Mages go first.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Yargol. Teryn’s eyes flashed up once toward him, and beyond him to the rival wizard across the bridge. Mishael now stood behind another purple wall of light, presumably to block any more arrows or whatever Yargol might throw. Rather than hurling a spell, Yargol reached out with an empty hand, closing it around nothing and yanking back. The arrow Teryn had put in Mishael’s shoulder came out with a rough, ugly tug. Mishael fell to her knees. 
 
    The elven woman darted straight past Teryn to reach Yargol. Too fast for Teryn to catch with her sword, and much too fast for Yargol while he concentrated on his next spell, Teryn blurted out, “No!” 
 
    DigDig managed what she could not. Hanging back from the rest of the crew, the little goblin had gone overlooked by friend and foe alike until his shovel slammed into Kiana’s hip. She tumbled and fell to her opposite side on the bridge floor, rolling for more space as he came on. A quick swipe of her blade parried away his next blow, but she couldn’t block his following thrust straight for her belly. 
 
    Her armor held. Left exposed and seemingly surprised, DigDig wasn’t ready when her sword thrust in over his hip. Kiana’s elven blade cut straight through his old and weak armor. The tip withdrew just as fast, dripping blood in its wake. She spun around for a finishing slash before he could collapse. 
 
    The sword didn’t touch him again. Teryn made it within reach in time to parry away the blow, but Kiana’s spinning attack continued on in the same instant. The dagger in her other hand came in over Teryn’s guard—and caught her neck right over her collarbone. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Kiana blurted. Teryn clutched her bleeding neck with her empty left hand, still swinging desperately with her blade to ward Kiana off. The elf blocked the blow easily. She couldn’t evade her alarm at her mistake with the same casual air. Her eyes widened as blood gushed from Teryn’s wound. “Oh, shit!” 
 
    Her distraction ended with a loud, metallic clank. Kiana doubled over, fighting to stay on her knees despite the pain in the back of her head. DigDig shifted his grip on his shovel to turn it back again, this time swatting her hard against the shoulder. The elf fell onto her butt, rolling to evade another inevitable blow. DigDig knew better this time; rather than going for her head, he brought his shovel down hard on her wrist to disarm her. 
 
    “War Cloud! Yargol!” he shouted. “Teryn’s hurt! Need help!” 
 
    Kiana rolled again, putting herself on her feet just as she hit the rails of the bridge. She put one foot against the rail to launch herself back at DigDig, bereft of her sword but still clutching her bloody dagger. Battered or not, she fought on. 
 
    She wasn’t the only one. Her dagger came at DigDig in a flash. A sudden parry turned her blade downward, though it wasn’t from the goblin. Teryn managed one final move in the fight. Once more, Kiana was shocked…and once more, DigDig’s shovel came in at her head. 
 
    This time, her face felt the impact. She had nowhere else to move, either. The rail that had bolstered her recovery now worked against her as a backstop. Kiana was light on her feet, making her fast and dangerous, but also much easier to knock straight off a bridge. The rogue wailed as she fell backward over the rail, her broken nose trailing blood. The current carried her well out of reach from the fight before she’d managed to orient herself. 
 
    DigDig turned immediately to Teryn, his eyes even more full of fear than Kiana’s. Teryn fell to her knees, dropping her sword on the deck. The goblin looked back only once to the rest of the fight before rushing to her side. He pressed one hand over her wound with no thought for his own. His backpack came off with a shrug of his free arm. He had rags inside. A spare shirt. Something. He also knew how little good it would do. “War Cloud!” he shouted again. “She’s hurt!” 
 
    “I could save her if you’d get out of my way,” huffed Geoffrey. The cleric hefted his shield again to deflect another blow from War Cloud’s sword. 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like that works out well for the rest of us,” said War Cloud. His opponent had hardly even made a feint with his mace, let alone a real attack. War Cloud pressed him hard, but he wondered if there might be more to it than his lack of aggression. 
 
    “It’s your choice.” Geoffrey let out a breathless chuckle against another blow to his shield. “I only have to keep you busy, monster.” 
 
    He had a point. Shady Tooth had her hands full against the dwarf, their differences in height and reach making for an awkward fight. So far, she looked to be holding her own, but Scars was already hurt. Lawrence held the advantage there. The dynamic leaned heavily against the crew if it continued. 
 
    War Cloud wasn’t without his own abilities. He’d been looking for a more effective moment, but now Geoffrey had given the game away. “Dastia guide me,” he growled. 
 
    “What?” Geoffrey asked. 
 
    Golden light illuminated War Cloud’s blade for a single instant as he struck the shield one more time. Pure might and rage knocked the cleric on his ass. The power of his faith went farther, driving a thousand cracks of light through the shield before it shattered. Geoffrey cringed under the resultant shower of metal, clutching his now broken shield arm to his chest. 
 
    Geoffrey looked on in shock. “You’re a paladin?” he gasped. 
 
    War Cloud answered with a kick to Geoffrey’s face. “I’m a heretic.” 
 
    Without missing a beat, War Cloud sidestepped and reached out with one hand to touch Scars on the back. “Hold firm,” he growled. The same light flashed from his hand. In a single motion, he healed and pushed Scars back into his own fight before rushing over to the wounded. 
 
    The push helped. The healing helped more. No longer fighting pain and weakness at his back and relieved of wounds Lawrence had already inflicted, Scars rallied with a jarring swing against his enemy’s head. Lawrence staggered back, his helmet dented, but he blocked and parried well enough to ward off any exploitation of the gap. Scars pressed his attack with a rush of his shield and thrusts of his blade. 
 
    “Back!” Lawrence shouted. His voice rang out with divine power. A wave of force threw Scars several steps away. The sudden separation and the fight to stay on his feet erased his momentum. An even greater disparity of power followed. Where Scars had found renewed strength from War Cloud, Lawrence now glowed with a divine aura. 
 
    “Who made you, beast?” the paladin demanded. His attacks came in lunges, forcing Scars to sidestep and deflect. Despite the way he leaned into his offense, Lawrence moved too fast to offer a gap for a counterattack. “I see your heritage. It only leaves the question of which parent was which.” 
 
    Every blow felt mightier than the last. Scars barely held onto his sword through one swift parry. His shield tilted against his forearm under the force of another strike. The taunts came on between each attack. 
 
    “Was your mother the victim of some monster?” Lawrence pressed. “Or are you the spawn of some sick man’s perversion with a captive mongrel?” 
 
    Battering sword blows and shoving shields forced Scars to the rail of the bridge. Glittering purple darts and flaming bolts of magic flew behind Lawrence. Farther back at the other side of the bridge, Shady Tooth lost ground against Rothgar and his hammer. DigDig and Teryn lay wounded with War Cloud trying to help them both. No one would back Scars up in time. 
 
    “I’m sure your mother would thank me for ending you either way,” Lawrence ranted on. 
 
    Scars couldn’t match the paladin’s strength with his magic empowering him. He didn’t try. “You don’t know shit about them,” Scars huffed. “But I know all about you.” 
 
    Lawrence pushed in again. This time, Scars slammed the edge of his shield into the paladin’s. The resultant bounce left them both open. Rather than driving in with his blade, Scars stepped into his foe, wrapping his sword-arm around Lawrence. 
 
    He couldn’t match the paladin’s armor. He didn’t need to, either. Scars pulled his blade in around Lawrence, but he didn’t swing in hopes of finding a weak point or a gap. All he needed to hit was the haversack on the paladin’s back. 
 
    Glittering coins and jewels exploded from the backpack. Books and clothing poured onto the deck at Lawrence’s feet. Light erupted with a shower of dozens of glowstones. Common items flew everywhere, too, including lanterns, blankets, food, and a dozen ten-foot poles. A marble bust hit the concrete with an audible thump. 
 
    Pushed into the sudden pile of pricy debris, Lawrence slipped hard on silk and loose coinage. With still more loot gushing from his pack, Lawrence couldn’t recover fast enough to defend himself. Scars dropped his own sword and shield, hefting a clumsier but far more effective weapon from the mess at his feet. With a roar, Scars brought the marble bust of Olen Zuck over his head and drove it back down onto his foe. 
 
    The armor protected Lawrence well from blades and arrows. His helmet couldn’t do so much against the weight of the statue and the wrath behind it. Lawrence jerked violently under the impact. The head of the bust fared even worse, cracking and rolling free, but that only made it easier for Scars to raise the rest of the marble piece and bring it down on Lawrence again. 
 
    Pieces of armor came loose. His sword clattered away. Even his helmet, jarred from successive impacts, now sat off-center and left him partly blinded—until Scars stepped on his dented chest plate and tore the helmet away with another roar. 
 
    A brown fist smashed into the paladin’s face. The back of his head slammed into the deck in a ripple impact. “You think you’re the first? You think I haven’t heard that shit all my life?” Scars asked. His fists came in again and again. 
 
    The divine glow was gone now. Lawrence lay in a mess of armor and blood, his head reeling with split skin and broken teeth. Scars wrenched the paladin up again, looking him in his stunned and bloodshot eyes. 
 
    “They were in love, asshole,” said Scars. “The only monster here is you.” 
 
    It was the last thing Lawrence heard before he went over the side. The splash as he hit the water demonstrated how fast the river ran, and how deep. In an instant, Lawrence and all of his heavy plate armor was gone. 
 
    A handful of random items bubbled up in the paladin’s wake, floating along the surface: a thin booklet. A scroll. A hat. 
 
    A familiar pair of boots. They promptly turned and sank once more. 
 
    “Aw, hell,” Scars sighed. 
 
    Pain slammed into Scars at his side and all over his back. He caught glittering flashes of red and blue light as he fell to his knees against the railing. His breath caught and his eyes shut tightly as he fought through the burn running through his body, knowing its source without a doubt. The wizard still stood behind her magical barrier at the foot of the bridge. Yargol could counter only so much of her magic. She’d figured out what she could still manage. 
 
    He opened his eyes in time to see an arrow and a bolt of flame fly past in retaliation. The fire scattered across the wall of blue light. The arrow did not. Mishael stepped back, weaving some other defense against Teryn’s arrows. The princess stood tall, seemingly unharmed despite the blood soaking her shirt. War Cloud knelt behind her with his hands on DigDig’s wounds as Teryn nocked and loosed another arrow to keep the enemy wizard busy. Only one other clash continued on the bridge. 
 
    The dwarf’s choice of weaponry forced him to commit to full swings to get real power, but Rothgar showed surprising versatility. He knew how to parry with both the handle and the blade. Darting in and around for another attack, Shady Tooth caught the top of the hammer in a thrust at her side rather than a swing. It wasn’t the first time he’d landed that trick. Even if she’d escaped any broken bones, she had to be hurting. 
 
    His armor deflected her every counterattack. Sparks flew when her daggers struck his helmet and shoulder plates. Rothgar presented a more compact threat than Lawrence, with tighter protection. With a wince of pain, Scars pushed himself up from the rail of the bridge. He had to help. 
 
    “Are we done yet?” she asked. 
 
    “What?” grunted Scars. 
 
    “What?” echoed the angry dwarf. His weapon rushed past her in another deadly swing. 
 
    “Are we done with this?” Shady Tooth elaborated. 
 
    “What do you…?” Scars blinked. An arrow flew between them, threatening the wizard at the foot of the bridge. A rush of fire followed. Mishael, at least, had plenty to occupy her for the moment. Scars stepped forward to join the fight as Rothgar swung in again with his hammer in a sharp but controlled sidelong move. 
 
    Shady Tooth brought knife down at the hammer in an underhand grip. The move was even riskier than her footwork, but she hooked the head of his weapon. Metal slid against metal as she tugged his hammer away, adding to the power of his swing rather than fighting it. For once, the dwarf was overexposed. She left him fully turned around, and in a flash leaped in to wrap her legs around his waist. Her other knife came around his shoulders in the same move. 
 
    They tangled and rolled. Rothgar’s hammer did him no good at all now. Shady Tooth endured his weight and his struggles to shove her knife through the gap of his armor around his neck. His beard was not proof against knives. Rothgar screamed and struggled, but couldn’t stop the next wrenching, savage stab into the gaps of his armor. Or the next. Or the next. 
 
    He didn’t scream for long. 
 
    Scars looked on in shock, though not because of her brutality or the blood. “You could’ve done that all along? You were waiting?” 
 
    “Once my vision cleared from that flare, yeah,” she said. “You keep trying to talk or trick our way out of fights. I thought you might have another plan for that.” 
 
    “…what?” Scars blinked. 
 
    “Wizard!” thundered a new voice. Yargol strode forward, leaning on his staff, speaking louder than he could possibly shout naturally. “You stand alone. Your cleric still lives. We only want to leave. Do you wish to keep fighting?” 
 
    At the foot of the bridge, Mishael glared at Yargol from behind her barrier of purple light. Her robes bore the stains of her wounded shoulder, but whether by potion or magic or sheer force of will, she still stood. As if to emphasize Yargol’s point, Geoffrey groaned and blearily raised one hand to his head. 
 
    Still seated behind her armored, bloodied foe, Shady Tooth gestured to their magician. “This is what I mean,” she explained to Scars. 
 
    “You will walk away?” Mishael called. 
 
    “Turns out we all still can walk,” said War Cloud, tugging DigDig to his feet. Blood still soaked his armor, but his wound was healed. Teryn stepped forward, too, another arrow nocked and ready to fly. 
 
    “Not now with the trash talk,” said Scars. 
 
    “When else is a good time?” 
 
    “Yargol can block only so many fireballs!” Teryn hissed. 
 
    “That’s all we want,” Yargol called back to Mishael. 
 
    “Except I’m keeping this sword,” Teryn muttered, holding Kiana’s blade low. 
 
    “Fine,” Yargol grunted under his breath. 
 
    “Then we have a deal, monsters,” said Mishael. “Walk away, and we’ll do the same. Agreed?” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Scars. He held her gaze, waiting for her to take the first step back. 
 
    The rustle of coins broke the silence. DigDig knelt at the pile of gold and treasures at the center of the bridge, scooping loot into his backpack. War Cloud glanced over once, shrugged, and moved to Geoffrey to strip the unconscious cleric of his bags. Teryn joined DigDig at the pile to stuff her pockets. 
 
    Shady Tooth looked to the pile with raised eyebrows, then turned to the dwarven corpse at her feet. Without a word, she loosened the straps on his backpack. 
 
    “Oh, come on!” Mishael complained. “We looted all that treasure fair and square! You’re just gonna steal all our loot right in front of us?” 
 
    War Cloud shrugged. “Well, yeah.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    The climb out of the cave presented a swarm of problems all at once: frigid cascading water, slippery rocks, and the jarring switch from glowstones and shadows to daylight. Scars watched DigDig and Shady Tooth lead the way, envying their dexterity and confidence. He had no intention of trying to match their speed when the rope came down from above. His ego could endure a little envy. 
 
    Teryn ascended the rope with some skill. Shady Tooth pulled Yargol up on her own as soon as he grasped the line, leaving Scars and War Cloud at the bottom. He threw a knowing look to his companion. “You’re next,” said Scars. 
 
    “That’s some bullshit,” said War Cloud, though almost casual about it. “How do you figure I’m next?” 
 
    “I’m the leader. That makes me the last one out.” 
 
    The bitter end of the rope landed on the cave floor with a whack. War Cloud frowned. “That doesn’t sound like the kind of leadership I’m used to.” 
 
    “You’ve been working in a shit job for the last few years.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said War Cloud. “At least we got paid in the end.” He grabbed the rope and started climbing, taking more time than the others but ascending with steady strength. A sack fat with coins bounced at his hip. 
 
    Alone in the cave, Scars turned his attention back down their path. 
 
    No one came. 
 
    He only heard the call of his own name from above once War Cloud was clear. In a repeat of his escape from Zuck’s chambers, Scars found himself doing little of the climbing once he’d gotten a firm grip on the rope. His companions pulled him up. 
 
    He emerged from the hole soaking wet, dragged out onto a bed of mud and rocks amid pools of water. The break into the caves below turned out to be only one small channel of runoff from a larger stream on the surface. Trees cut down on the rush of daylight into his eyes, though he still blinked hard with the adjustment. 
 
    Shady Tooth and War Cloud left DigDig to coil up his rope. Teryn knelt at one of the streams to refill her waterskin. Yargol stood at DigDig’s side, watching Scars as if waiting for something. Trudging out of the stream, Scars looked from one companion to the next with a scowl. “How are you all dry already?” 
 
    Yargol reached out with both hands and clapped. The water soaking Scars from head to toe flew away from him all at once, instantly drying him down to the waterline at his ankles. 
 
    “Did you see something down there?” asked Shady Tooth. “Hear something? You were looking back.” 
 
    “I’d been in that dungeon long enough to think I might never get out again,” Scars confessed. He shook his head. “Thought I’d see Zuck come out of the darkness. Or that undead dwarf. Or Chatter. Or those adventurers. Someone.” 
 
    Shady Tooth’s face darkened. “We should’ve finished them off.” 
 
    “The wizard would surely have outmatched me,” said Yargol. “My call was more a bluff than a threat.” 
 
    “There were still six of us against her and the cleric, and that guy was still on his ass and drooling. DigDig had recovered.” 
 
    “Another wound like that would have been beyond my abilities,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “I can only assume the elf can swim just fine,” added Teryn. “She’d probably have been back in the fight before long.” 
 
    “We might have beaten them in the end. We also might have lost someone along the way,” said Scars. “None of you are worth that. At least we’ll never see two of them again.” 
 
    Shady Tooth folded her arms across her chest, accepting the decision, and then stopped to look at Teryn. “What?” 
 
    “What, what?” Teryn blinked. 
 
    “What are you doing with your face? Your mouth was all scrunched up to one side. I don’t know human face stuff.” 
 
    “Human face stuff…?” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Shady Tooth pressed. 
 
    “It means she has something too awkward to say,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “Then say it anyway,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    Teryn sighed. “Even if we’ve seen the last of them, who’s to say they’re the only adventuring group after me? They had a lot of power. Their gear was expensive. They were interested enough in finding me to come all the way here and fight through that dungeon, so the reward must be serious by now. Who else might have the same ambitions? Who else might work with the survivors?” 
 
    Scars grimaced. “I’ll admit I hadn’t thought of that.” 
 
    Shady Tooth’s face darkened further. She released a frustrated, grumbling breath. “We should have finished them off.” 
 
    “It’s done. We’re not going back in there after them, anyway,” said War Cloud. 
 
    “So what now?” asked DigDig. “Where do we go from here?” 
 
    At that, Teryn looked up with a question, but held her tongue. Scars read it all in her eyes. He didn’t need her to ask. The rest of the crew stood with sagging shoulders and listless postures. They also breathed easier, even in the sunlight. 
 
    The sun hung low in the west, though not yet touching the horizon. Clouds decorated the sky in small patches, suggesting a clear night without rain. He wasn’t entirely sure where they were, but the sun and the view suggested they were somewhere in the hills along the north side of the mountains. 
 
    Scars put off Teryn’s unspoken question with a nod. “Let’s find someplace to make camp.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I had just turned seventeen when the Electors chose my father to succeed the queen on the throne. Even before then, when he was the duke over the east, he never listened to my arguments about the harm he did. I started working against him instead. At first it was simple things, all done quietly: passing along whatever I heard within the palace, swiping gold to help the poor and the others my father hurt. It wasn’t immense, but he’d be surprised if he learned how much of his own money went to his victims. I even hunted in the noble preserves and gave all my game to commoners who didn’t have that privilege. Everyone laughed that off as soft-hearted nonsense, but it kept some people fed. 
 
    “His cruelty grew as soon as he took the throne. I worked harder. I took bigger risks. Some worked out. Others didn’t go so well. I spoke out, too, which only got me alienated and shut out. The people I’d tried to help told me to lie low and wait for my moment. That went on for a few months. Then came the decree of exile to push the orcs and goblin folk from the southlands, repudiating the Peace of Clear Skies. 
 
    “I couldn’t lie low after that. Some told me I should keep on as I had, working from within. I couldn’t. I won’t stand by and wring my hands and make carefully inoffensive critiques in public while my father hurts people. Nothing about this is necessary or good. It’s raw cruelty and greed. I won’t be a part of that.” 
 
    “So what happened with this prince?” asked War Cloud. “How did that go down?” 
 
    “It was only days after he ordered the orcs and goblins out. I was out of the castle, trying to push back. I used my name and authority to disrupt his soldiers and push back against the mobs. I couldn’t stop the expulsion, but I bought time for goblin folk to gather their things and get out of the capital with something more than the shirts on their backs. Some wanted to fight, and in truth so did I, but bloodshed in the streets would’ve only led to a worse nightmare. Making a fuss to slow things down was the best I could do. Eventually, the king sent several of his trusted thugs to find me. They all but dragged me back to the castle. 
 
    “Marriage proposals and schemes were always floating around in the background. Now he had a visiting prince on hand. I’d already told my father no a hundred times. He didn’t listen, nor did my ‘betrothed.’ They listened to the knife, though. I only escaped because they never saw it coming. They didn’t think I’d go that far.” 
 
    She stared into the campfire. For the first time, she felt a soft fist bump against her shoulder. “Respect,” said Shady Tooth. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Teryn. She shook her head. “I don’t feel like I did nearly enough.” 
 
    “Southwind Gorge was one of the first orc holds raided by the king’s men,” said War Cloud. “They got a warning hours in advance. Was that you?” 
 
    Her eyes rose from the fire. “I passed word along. I don’t know if they got the warning from me or from someone else. So many died regardless.” 
 
    “Orcs got their families out before the raid,” said Scars. 
 
    “Warlord Kraisht died in that raid,” said Teryn. “My father ran him out of the court within a week of taking the throne. Even leaving him in Southwind wasn’t good enough. Or the others. Not all those families got out.” 
 
    “Not all of them heeded the warning, no. You can’t control that. And Kraisht was always going to go down fighting. You did a lot.” 
 
    Teryn pitched a pebble into the flames. “It’s been almost four years since I fled. Everything has gotten worse. I don’t know who I could trust in the castle or the capital, and that’s so many miles from here, anyway. Out here, almost no one recognizes me. I had only been with the rebels a short time before Zuck’s minions caught us. I mourn them, but I didn’t really know them.” She took a breath, steeling herself. “And I don’t know where to go from here.” 
 
    “Don’t know where we go from here,” said DigDig. “We’re a crew.” 
 
    “Are we still?” asked Yargol, looking from one face to the next. “We’re out of the dungeon now. Teryn can fade into any number of human villages here or across the borders. Goblin folk still live in these lands, but they’ll turn away all but other goblins. Same with the orc clans; they may take Scars, but not the rest of us. And the gnolls…” 
 
    “Will eat us,” War Cloud finished for him. “You can say it. And you’re my crew, Yargol. If someplace won’t take you, they aren’t good enough for me.” 
 
    “We are the ones without a family, or a people,” said Yargol. 
 
    “Not the only ones,” said DigDig. “Don’t care if a goblin village will take me. We’re a crew. All or nothing.” 
 
    “You could find a goblin wife and a goblin family,” War Cloud pointed out. “Other villages won’t treat you the way they did here. You could start over. Better than before. You’ve got loot and skills and tales to tell.” 
 
    “Splitting up means some of us may find shelter,” Yargol agreed. “Staying together means we all have it that much harder.” 
 
    “Decision’s made,” said DigDig. “Sticking with my crew. Wife might turn up someday. If she doesn’t like my crew, we aren’t getting married.” 
 
    “I left Bak’Nor looking for more than work,” said Shady Tooth. “Sooner or later Dostin’s troops will hit my people, anyway. They’re living in hiding and denial at the same time. I’ve no reason to go back there now.” 
 
    Seeming surprised, Teryn looked to Scars. “What about you? Did I hear you say something about parents during the fight?” she asked. “Do you have family?” 
 
    “I did. They died in the riots after the king’s first speech on the goblin folk.” He saw Teryn wince and wondered if she’d been waiting for that. He shook his head. “I didn’t have other family, or I’d have gone to them. I wandered. I ran. I hid. The best I could do was this crummy job. All along I wondered if I’d ever have a family again, or a life worth living.” Scars looked from one companion to the next. “I don’t worry about that now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 On the Cover 
 
      
 
    The cover for Run Like Hell arose out of a panel series on book cover production presented by the artist, Lee Moyer, at World Con 76. Participating panelists included editor Heather McDougal and photographer Richard Man providing reference photos, along with myself as the client/publisher in question. Most of my book covers have been a straight commission between myself and the cover artist. Working with people like Heather and Richard was a privilege, as was hearing the input of an audience’s worth of consultation. 
 
    In particular, I want to thank our cover models, drawn from the audience as volunteers during the panel. After providing a lot of great input during the initial concept panel—that flooring is all his idea—Chris Brathwaite stepped up to model as Scars and knocked it out of the park. We also needed a goblin, which led to a young man named Ian T. practically leaping out of his seat and then enthusiastically launching himself across a conference table to get into the right angle. 
 
    It was a blast, folks. Thank you. 
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    Wandering Monsters will continue! 
 
     
 
    Email: elliottkaybooks@gmail.com 
 
    Website:  www.elliottkay.com 
 
    Twitter: @elliottkaybooks 
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





