Part I

1

“Another chance to earn my namesake,” Bek Orccrusher muttered to himself, looking across the sea of orcish banners congregated in the valley floor. Although his clan had faced these foes on countless occasions, something about this time didn’t feel right. Even the very sky above seemed angry and forbidding.  The orcs, normally among the least disciplined of attackers, showed great organization and a chill resolve. Bek still had no doubt that he and his brethren would repel this latest attack, but this new found order suggested something much more intelligent orchestrating the perpetual assault on the Citadel Abdar.

Bek shook the worrisome thoughts from his head, closed his eyes, and began to mouth a prayer to Moradin. As the prayer continued, Bek’s voice grew louder, until the dwarven troops close to him heard his prayer, and took up the chant. Although all the dwarves were steadfast in their faith to Moradin, Bek’s voice carried the weight of uncompromised conviction, and it rose above the din of noise. All dwarves who heard it felt strengthened in their hearts. 

The prayer ended, and an eerie silence fell over the valley. Everyone knew this was the calm before the storm, and the tension was palpable. The only sound was the tightening of grips on weapons, and the drawing back of bowstrings. 

 With a deafening roar, the evil host of orcs charged the citadel walls. As the first ranks separated from the rest of the orcish army, huge siege weapons, which were previously hidden, came into view. The most sinister of these weapons was a great battering ram, its head carved in the likeness of a snarling demon. One only had to see the glowing eyes of the demon head to know it was enchanted with a baleful magic. The high walls of the citadel prevented Bek and his companions from seeing their base, and it was a great surprise when the first orcish head showed over the wall’s crenellation. The shock wore off quickly, and Bek’s mithril hammer caved the snarling face in, sending the orc crashing back over the wall.

For Bek, the battlefield became quite small. He occasionally heard the cry of a dwarven warrior, and he had to stop himself from going to bestow healing on a fallen comrade. Any lapse in concentration would allow the orcs to break through the ranks. There would be more than enough opportunity for healing after the battle was won. Eventually, the push of attackers subsided, and Bek was able to look over the wall out onto the valley floor. The sigh of relief from the break in fighting died in his throat. A group of ogres, huge and muscular, were carrying the demon-faced battering ram towards the base of the wall. The dwarves were frozen in anticipation of the terrible damage that could be inflicted by the hideous weapon. Powerfully built shoulders worked, and the head slid backward, only to come rushing forward toward the thousand year-old citadel wall.

The impact knocked Bek and many of his companions off their feet; such was the force of the blast. The crashing impact echoed off the far valley wall, and slowly faded away. After a moment of shocked silence, a great cheer rose from the valley floor. After many centuries of trying, the orcs felt that they finally had victory in their grasp.

But dwarven ingenuity can address almost any hardship. Great basins of oil had been constructed on rotating arms. The oil was quickly lit, and the basins were poured over the walls. Every thing that was within 50 feet of the great citadel’s walls was swept up in a great torrent of oil and fire. Bek could feel the heat from the great oil fire, and smiled at his clansmen and their cleverness. The smile was shaken off his face when a second huge impact shook the citadel wall. 

How can this be, Bek silently cursed. He regained his feet and looked over the wall. The flames seemed to be in the shape of a great globe, and as the oil slid down, it became obvious that a protective spell had been cast over the battering ram. The orcs who were near the wall were all burning corpses, but the ogres just laughed and prepared for a third strike.

Bek heard a low chanting, and turned to notice a group of dwarves standing in a circle. At the circle’s center stood, Tharm Bronzefist, Bek’s mentor and teacher. His hands were over his head, his eyes closed tightly in concentration. He seemed almost to glow with an inner light. As the chanting reached its crescendo, Bek watched his teacher brandish the small hammer he wore around his neck as a symbol of Moradin. A golden light streamed from the hammer and struck the globe protecting the ogres. As the light touched the globe, a spider-web of cracks crawled across its surface. Dwarven “archers” posted along the citadel’s walls threw their axes and the globe shattered with a burst of golden light. 

The destruction of the globe halted the ogres’ swing, and they stood at the base of the wall, dumbstruck. As they realized they were unhurt, an evil grin spread across the ogres’ faces, and they began to pull the battering ram back for a mighty blow that would breach the wall.  A small door, hidden by its perfect fit in the wall, slid silently open, exposing the tip of what looked like a great spear. After an audible “thunk,” the spear shot forward, impaling two ogres and sending them flying back into the ranks of orcs clustered behind the great battering ram. The remaining two ogres, stopped their attempt to swing the ram, and drew two great clubs, eager to face whoever had killed their brothers.  

After a moment, they got their wish, as a troop of well-armed dwarves poured out. The troops’ leader was a carbon copy of Bek, with the notable exception of his beard, which had been braided and tipped with a miniature version of the mithril axe he wielded with both hands. Normally, this axe would be tucked in his belt, but now his beard was slung over his shoulder. He rushed the ogres without hesitation, and his troops followed, yelling battle cries such as “ Moradin!!” and “Abdar!!” The fearless dwarf swung a heavy blow at the first ogre’s leg, meaning to knock it down and leave it for his companions to deal with. But the ogre was prepared for this attack, and pushed the axe blade past his leg with his club. The dwarf was unable to stop his momentum, and crashed headlong into the ogre’s great knee, bloodying his nose, and knocking him to the ground. The dwarf’s momentum was enough to make the ogre stumble, and allowed a group of his troops to slip past and attack the second ogre. Meanwhile, high up on the wall, Bek could only watch helplessly, as his brother collapse to the earth, apparently unconscious. 

The ogre, uncaring that his cohort was being dismantled by a group of raging dwarves, laughed aloud and picked up the insensible dwarf at his feet and drew him up to his face.

“Mmmmm!! Dwarfs good food!” the ogre bellowed, looking at the unmoving dwarf with delight. 

The dwarf’s eyes opened, and he shot a mischievous glance at the ogre before he whipped his head to one side. His beard, and the axe blade at its end, sliced across the ogre’s eyes. The ogre shrieked, dropped the dwarf, and clapped its hands over its ruined eyes. The dwarf, grinning broadly now, calmly picked up his axe, drew back, and struck the ogre in the chest with all of his might. The ogre lurched to one side as if drunk then dropped to its knees, putting its head right in line for another strike. This blow half severed the great head from its shoulders, and the ogre dropped to the ground. The dwarf barely gave the fallen ogre a glance before joining his troops in dispatching the second ogre.

Seeing their ogres defeated and their great weapon abandoned, the remaining orcs decided collectively they were done with their assault on the fierce dwarves. Once a few orcs started to desert the fight, the rest followed in short order. It was all the Dwarven leader could do to stop his warriors from chasing the orcs down and destroying them.

“We don’t have time for fun!” he growled. “We need to be fixin’ that wall before they come back!” He had noticed, much like his brother, that this wasn’t an ordinary attack, and he wanted to make sure they were prepared when the orcs came back. Besides making repairs, pits and traps would have to be constructed, and the great oil basins refilled.

As soon as the orcs began their hasty retreat, Bek started making his way to the base of the wall, intent on checking the condition of his brother. “ If he acted any more the fool, I’d think him an elf!” Bek grumbled. His brother had always been the impulsive, and Bek seemed to spend much of his time getting him out of bad situations. But truthfully, Bek enjoyed the adventures they shared.

“Alright Mek…. How many bones did ye break this time?” Bek’s brother whipped his head around, nearly hitting him in the head with his axe. “Whoa! What in Moradin’s name is that?!?”

“It’s me bearded axe… get it?” Mek almost fell on the ground he was laughing so hard.  Bek’s scowl stopped the laughter, but Mek was still grinning. “That ogre got me joke, didn’t he?” This time, both brothers laughed.

The blood on Mek’s face ruined Bek’s good mood. Mek saw his brother’s frown, and quickly tried to calm him down.

“Tis just a scratch. I didn’t even break me nose this time! Go and tend to someone who needs it!”

And there were plenty of dwarves who needed it. 

__________________________________________________________________

The grand council chamber of the Citadel Abdar was a huge cavern, easily large enough to hold the two thousand “important” dwarves who were gathered for the discussion of the new threat to Abdar. Usually, such matters were left to the Council, but this last assault had given even the most jaded of warriors pause. At the great stone table in the front of the hall, the council waited anxiously for the king to make his entrance. Among the councilors was Tharm Bronzefist, the spiritual leader of the Citadel. He was well respected, not only for his age and wisdom, but his reputation as the last of the people of Abdar to range far from its safety. Bek considered himself lucky to be an apprentice to “the Bronzefist,” and had swelled with pride when he overheard one of the older warriors telling the tale of his blessing of the warriors, and his bravery in battle. 

As an apprentice, Bek was allowed a seat in the back of the cavern, and although he would barely be able to hear what was being said, he was very excited to be attending his first council meeting. From his position, he could gaze across the great hall. Many of its columns were stalactites and stalagmites, carved by cunning hands into representations of Dwarven heroes. They seemed to stand judgment over any proceedings. The ceiling had been worked smooth, and at its apex was a great compass, worked in precious metals. Working out from the compass was a great map of the region as it was many centuries before. Bek noticed how tribes of humans had once lived where orcs now dwelled. He wondered what it had been like in those days, without the constant threat of war.

 Mek had been even luckier than Bek, and was allowed a prominent place near the council table for his heroism. He was chatting with the generals who orchestrated the last victory, and Bek inwardly groaned as he thought of how swelled his brother’s head would become. He had a smug little grin on his face, but when their eyes met, and Mek’s grin widened into a genuine smile, Bek just shook his head and remembered that he should expect nothing else from his brother. 

The cavern fell abruptly silent, and Bek knew that King Harbromm had entered. The king was an ancient dwarf, and had lost all the hair on the top of his head, but his beard was a lustrous white, braided into two great ropes banded with gold. Atop his head was the heavy crown of Abdar, marked with a hand-axe in a circle of flame, the king’s personal forge mark. He was still dressed in his armor, a scarred and worn set of Dwarven plate, and he rattled and clanked as he stepped up to the great throne at the center of the council table.

“Citizens of Abdar!” the king shouted, and his voice was a hammer striking an anvil. “Once again, we have repelled the foul orcs and their allies from our walls!!” A shout of triumph rose from the crowd.

“But, ” The one word dispelled the cheers, “we have all seen that our enemy is not what it once was. They are more organized and more determined than ever to break down our walls, kill our people, and steal our treasures!!” This last statement was met with shouts of protest and growls of defiance.

“We have called the Council together to develop a plan to deal with this new threat. Before I make my decision, I would hear what our councilors have to say. Bronzefist, do you speak for the Council?”

Respectful eyes turned toward the Dwarven priest. He rose from his chair, turned toward the king and gave a bow. Then he turned back toward the crowd gathered in the cavern and spoke in a low voice, but a voice that carried over the crowd, so that even Bek, far in the back, could hear clearly.

“We have dealt with the orcs for generations. We have killed them by the hundreds…by the thousands!! It is easy to think one attack is much like the other. But some of you have noticed that our adversary has changed. Before, the orcs relied on power. Now they have combined their power with magic!!” 

This statement was met with gasps from those who did not witness the battle, and shouts of scorn from those who did. Dwarves have an innate distrust of magic, and this was not improving their view of the mystical arts.

“We must find out who is behind this new attack on our people. To do this, the council suggests to mighty King Harbromm is to send a group out to find this threat, and, if possible, destroy it.” 

The declaration was made calmly, but the reaction was pandemonium. Loud talking amongst the gathered dwarves made it impossible to hear anything from the council table.

Harbromm stood and struck his hand on the great table, making a sound like a thunderclap. “I have always respected the councils recommendations, whether I heeded them or not. But this… Our people have not ventured from the Citadel in a hundred years or more. Why should we risk the lives of our people? Our walls can withstand any attack!” 

The Bronzefist raised his arms to be heard over the shouts of approval from the crowd.

“My King, you have seen what the last assault did to our walls. How much more do you think we can take? If we do not stop this now, there will be no chance for us next time. This time, the orcs brought ogres with them, the next time, it could be giants!”

The king was not the only one who knew how to play on the fears of his people. Giants were feared and hated above all monsters by the dwarves of Abdar. The mood of the crowd turned from isolation in the citadel to eliminating the threat, whatever the cost. And Harbromm felt the mood change.

“Even so, Tharm Bronzefist, I will not send unwilling dwarves to their doom. If you can get volunteers, I will support your idea. If not, we fortify the walls, and prepare for the next attack.” The king rose from his throne, signaling the end of discussion. As councilors moved away from the table, the crowd gathered in small groups, talking animatedly about the surprising turn of events.

Bek was not interested in the heated conversations around him. He scanned the crowd, looking for his mentor. Before he could find the priest, he was clapped roughly on the back.

“Brother, this is the chance we’ve been waiting for!!” 

“You mean the chance YOU”VE been waiting for, Mek!” Bek retorted irritably. “You’ve been wanting to have a great adventure since we were beardless.”

“And you’ve been as boring as a boulder since we were small!” Mek shot back amicably. There was a feverish light in his eyes that made Bek’s stomach turn sour. “You know this is a chance of a lifetime for both of us. I’m not the only one who wants to see what it’s like outside of these walls. This will give you a chance to see some of the things your beloved priest has seen…”Mek’s voice trailed off. He knew he had crossed the line, making fun of Bek’s mentor.

Bek’s face turned a bright red, but he said nothing. He knew it was true that he wanted to see the things that the Bronzefist had seen, to be a great adventurer. But he couldn’t just leave his mentor. He had so much more to learn. The conflicting emotions tore at him.

Mek could see his brother’s inner turmoil. “Awww, I’ll bet they won’t even pick us to go anyway. There are many others who are more experienced warriors.”

“But none who have been outside the Citadel Abdar as often as you, young Orccrusher,” came a familiar voice. “Although, most of the council doesn’t know of your ranging. And please stop gaping at me like an ogre. Did you honestly think yourself could sneak out so many times without someone noticing?”

Mek’s open mouth shut with a click. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Councilor Bronzefist. I’ll give you time to speak to your apprentice in private.” Mek quickly moved away, unwilling to look either dwarf in the eye.

The Bronzefist watched Mek slink away with an amused look, then turned to look at his pupil. Bek always found that although his teacher’s gaze was deep and penetrating, he never had a problem returning the look. He trusted his teacher completely, and shared everything with him, so he never felt like there was anything he needed to hide from his mentor’s sight. 

“Bek, you know how important this quest is, don’t you? Any dwarf who goes, might never return to Abdar…” Bek knew where this conversation was headed, and he resigned himself to having to hear about other’s exploits. “That is why I will only recommend you if yourself is willing to go, with no reservation.”

Bek was dumbfounded. “Do you think me ready? I have so much more to learn!” He cried with emotion that betrayed his true feelings. He desperately wanted to go, but he could not trust his own instincts whether he was up to the task.

The Bronzefist smiled gently. “Bek, you have always been my best student, from the moment you started your journey down the path of Moradin. Your faith is unwavering, and your wisdom is beyond your years. We will not succeed without the guidance of a wise dwarf, and the blessing of Moradin. But the decision is for you alone to make. Don’t answer me now. Take some time to think it over. And don’t be letting your brother make your decisions for you!”

Bek nodded solemnly and left the hall, making his way back to his room. Although sparse, it was a place where he could clear his mind and make a good decision. He was sure that if he was asked, then Mek was certainly asked, and surely had already accepted the honor of being part of the expedition. Bek found himself wondering who else could be a part. There were many great warriors in the citadel, but most had too much to lose to go on such a dangerous mission. Others would be very willing to go, but would be too reckless, and put the rest of the group in danger. As he pondered this, he realized that he felt a duty to join the quest, not only to himself, but also to his mentor, his king, and his clan. The Orccrusher name had always been held in high esteem, but this quest would bring glory and, hopefully, riches far beyond the clan’s current level.

Bek had also read in some ancient texts about quests inspired by devotion to Moradin. What quest would Moradin think more appropriate than one that seeks to rid the area of monsters seeking to destroy dwarves? With a nod to himself, Bek made the decision to join this quest, whatever the consequences.

As he exited his room, he was almost bowled over by a very exited Mek. As he had figured, his brother was also invited to join the quest, and he had agreed enthusiastically. But along with the obvious reason of adventure and treasure, he gave an unexpected reason to join up.

“When we come back, I’ll be able to support a family of me own,” Mek said wistfully. “I always wanted a wife and little ones to take care of.”

Maybe my brother is finally growing up, Bek thought to himself, and a grin spread across his normally serious face. Mek caught the grin, and also caught the meaning behind it.

“I just think it would be nice to find a good Dwarven maiden to settle down with. Don’t be making too much of it,” he protested. “Anyway, are you coming with me on this or not?”

“You know if I let you without me, you’ll just get yerself into trouble you can’t get out of…we’re doing this together.”

Mek clapped his brother on the back. “I knew you had it in ya. Now, who else do you figure will join the Orccrushers on this adventure? The Bronzefist said we should meet in the council chamber in an hour. Have you heard anything?”

“I just decided to come meself. I haven’t heard anything. Anvil has to be coming, though I hate to think of what you to will get us into! I hope there is another follower of Moradin. We will need his help. It would also help to have one who can be a bit more….quiet than the rest of us, to scout ahead for danger.”

The brothers made their way through the winding halls, specifically designed so that no enemy could gather in great numbers in one place, back to the Council’s chambers. There was a group already gathered and, by the looks sent the brothers’ way, everyone had expected the two for a good bit of time. The whole council was seated, and all quickly took their places on the benches placed in front of the great table. The Bronzefist rose to address the group.

“Thanks to all who have come, whether invited or not,” he began, and Bek’s heart sunk considering how small the group assembled was, knowing that all would not be coming. “It’ll please yer King to know how many brave dwarves are looking to protect their people. The Council thinks a small group stands the best chance of sneakin’ out without getting caught, so there’ll be five of ya.” Murmurs drifted through the crowd, which numbered far more than five. “We think that young Hammersmith, the one called ‘Anvil’ should be going. He’s strong as a stone giant, and he’s a good fighter, too. But you all know we’re not for forcing any dwarf to go. What do you say, Hammersmith?”

A mountain of a dwarf with reddish brown hair and beards stood. He wore a suit of leather armor, worked with huge iron rings. On top of his helm was an anvil, which appeared to be full size. He had a broad sword on his belt and a shield strapped to his back. “I’m ready to go,” he growled confidently. His voice was so deep it was almost hard to understand him. “Just say the word.”

A round of applause echoed through the mostly empty chamber. The first adventurer had been asked and accepted, and confidence was high. After all, what would dare stand in the way of the Anvil? Bek looked over to his brother, who was waiting to leap out of his chair and accept the Bronzefist’s invitation. He smiled to himself, feeling the confidence that the huge dwarf gave to the rest of the group. The anticipation built as the Council conferred as to who they should ask next.

“Pelwin Broadaxe, bring yerself before the council.” Most of the group looked around, confused, as they had never heard this name before, but Bek grimaced to himself. Pel’s a good enough dwarf, and a devout cleric, but he won’t fight! How is he gonna help in this quest? Bek silently wondered. 

A sallow-skinned dwarf crept nervously to stand in front of the Council. He wore the robes of a priest of Moradin and, in line with Bek’s assessment, carried no weapons, with the exception of a walking staff. The staff was beautifully carved, and it was topped with an ornate mithril hammer, the symbol of Moradin. He was well kept, too well kept to be a dwarf, it seemed. His hair was combed, his beard plaited and tied neatly. On his feet, where dwarves usually had sturdy boots, Pel wore light shoes, and moved so quietly that he had startled Bek on more than one occasion. Scars and scabs normally found on Dwarven faces and hands were noticeably absent. As the council spoke and Pel answered quietly, Bek scanned the remaining group to gauge reaction. Mek and the Anvil were off in one corner, too absorbed in their own conversation to be concerned with this ‘dwarf-who-looked-like-a-clerk.’ Some of the older dwarves who had come to the meeting to share in the honor of having their son picked, looked shocked, confused, or just plain angry. The Council finished their inquiry with the most important question of all.

“Pelwin Broadaxe, are ye willing to risk yer life for the good of the Citadel?”

“With Moradin’s help, I am,” Pel answered in a voice much braver than Bek had expected. Bronzefist gave him a nod of approval, and he moved silently back to his seat. Bek continued to watch Pel, trying to see if his willingness to join the group was real bravery, or a good show. Pel’s face had a look of inner peace, and Bek decided that Pel must have prayed over the decision, and accepted his choice with a clear conscience. 

“Mek Orccrusher, stop yammering like an elf and present yerself before the Council!” the Bronzefist bellowed. For any other dwarf, this would have been a huge embarrassment, but Mek snorted out a laugh, and jogged over to stand in front of the great table.

“I don’t guess we have to ask if yer willing to go, huh? Yer all too ready to get yer fool head torn off, aren’t ya? Just remember, if you go get yerself killed, yer leavin’ the rest of the group without ya. And you have yer clan’s honor on yer shoulders. Don’t forget that.” 

The old cleric’s serious tone faded Mek’s mischievous grin, and he nodded solemnly. “I won’t forget what I’m doin’ this for. I promise ya that.”

“I know you won’t, and that’s why we’re letting yerself go. I think that all yer ranging will come in handy, too!” Bronzefist said with a knowing smirk. “I think you’ll be more help than even yerself knows!” Mek, not used to being the one without all of the answers, blushed, bowed to the Council, and returned to his seat.

“To help us out in our time of need, one of our gnome cousins has offered his help. Garlson, bring yerself,” Bronzefist hesitated, grimaced in apparent pain, “…that is, please bring yerself in front of the Council.”

Although Bronzefist strained to use a bit of diplomatic politeness, it quickly became evident that such formalities were wasted on the newcomer to the meeting. The gnome was a bit taller than his Dwarven cousins, but weighed much less. His clothes were full of pockets and pouches, and were a patchwork of blues and greens, obscenely bright compared to the earth tones of his traveling companions. He wore a great floppy hat, and he looked like he wore the clothes of someone much bigger than himself. His hair was a brilliant gold, along with his beard, trimmed into a sharp goatee. His eyes were the same shade of blue as some of the pockets on his jacket, and they held a gleam of excitement that was both energizing and frightening. He waddled up to the Council table, and prostrated him self in an overly exaggerated bow.

“My esteemed cousins!!” he boomed, and his voice would have surely filled a cavern twice the size, “I cannot express the sincere joy and appreciation your generous offer to join your worthy quest has given me! Why, I haven’t had an adventure of these proportions since…well, sufficed to say, quite a while! Oh, just like the old days… It reminds me of a song I heard while visiting a great little pub in Baldur’s Gate…” He wiggled his fingers, and from nowhere came the sound of drums beating and cymbals crashing. The dwarves looked at the gnome like he was a three-headed ettin, but the gnome was oblivious, humming an off-key tune to himself along with the cacophony of spectral music.

“Garlson, PLEASE!!” The Bronzefist was standing at the center of the Council table, waiving his arms wildly, his face brick red.

Suddenly, the noise stopped, and Garlson looked up sheepishly. “My apologies, my good dwarf. I sometimes get… overenthusiastic. I assure you, it will not happen again.” He turned to address the astounded dwarves, as the Bronzefist sunk back down in his chair. “I assume that you, my honorable cousins, now think me a buffoon. I pledge to you all, by my honor, I will prove a worthy companion. I have many other skills in addition to the ability to start an instant party, as I will impress upon you now, with the assistance of the venerated Tharm Bronzefist! Please, my honored dwarf. ”

The Bronzefist hesitantly walked around the great table to join the eccentric gnome. “What do you need me to do?” he asked suspiciously. “I’m not one fer singin’ or dancin’.”

“No, no, your mere presence is more than adequate. What I would ask all of you is to close your eyes and count to ten.”

Many apprehensive glances were exchanged, but when the Bronzefist gave a reluctant nod and clamped his own eyes shut, all followed suit. After a few moments, gasps of horror and the ring of weapons being drawn caused the Bronzefist to snap his eyes open. The rest of the dwarves were rushing toward him, weapons drawn. At first, he thought they were attacking him, but he noticed that all of their eyes seemed to be focused over his head toward the ceiling. In what felt like slow motion, the Dwarven leader spun around to see a great leg the color of granite, and just as solid. His gaze drifted upward, past the huge chest and the hideous face of the giant to the great club, which would squish him like a bug. He immediately began to chant a prayer to Moradin, and the ground at the giant’s feet began to shift. Great spikes of stone shot up through the giant’s feet, but it didn’t move or seem to notice the damage. Bronzefist was shocked the huge beast was not affected, and started to chant a protective hymn to get more time to think of what to do against this seemingly unstoppable foe. Then, unexpectedly, the giant was gone, vanished as though it never existed. Over the shocked silence came the sound of clapping and whistling as Garlson came back to stand next to the bewildered priest.

“You dwarves are absolutely amazing!” he enthused. “You were ready to attack at a moments notice, and Master Bronzefist, you’re skill surpasses my wildest expectations! But, I do trust I have successfully demonstrated my minor skill with the illusionary arts, have I not?” He patted the cleric on the back. “I believe I could be of some small use to your party, no?” He paused as some dwarves, who had recovered from the shock, began to advance on the oblivious gnome. Once a dwarf’s battle rage is up, it is tough to just turn it off.

“Our cousin knows some good tricks, don’t he?” asked Bronzefist to his angered kinsmen, subtly waving his arms as a sign not to dismember their foolish guest. The old cleric silently wondered if pounding this fool into a bloody pile would effect their relations with the rest of the gnomish community. All the while, Garlson remained oblivious to the clan’s hostility. 

 “I have other skills,” he prattled on, “that might prove useful as well. Master Bronzefist, I believe this pouch is yours…?” He held up a sturdy leather pouch, which looked to hold roughly 50 gold pieces. The Bronzefist’s brows furrowed into a murderous glare. Garlson held his hands up to placate the angry dwarf. “Merely another example of my skills, my irate friend. I assure you, I have taken no gold from you. Even I know better than to steal treasure from a dwarf!!” He laughed and tossed the pouch back to the fuming dwarf, who proceeded to count every coin until he was assured the gnome had been true to his word. Many of the dwarves laughed out loud, using the Dwarven leader’s embarrassment to cool the fires of battle within them.

“Ehem…well, if you’re done ‘provin’ yer worth’ you can sit down… Quietly!!.. and let us continue with the choosing.” The cleric fought to keep his composure and regain control in the agitated hall.

“Bek Orccrusher! Bring yerself here! Now!” The command sounded harsher than intended, and Bronzefist waved his hand at his distressed apprentice to calm his fears. 

“You have studied the ways of Moradin for many years, haven’t ye?” 

“Yes, Master Bronzefist.”

“Well it is time to prove ye’ve been listening all this time! You are the best of all my students, Bek. That’s why I’ve decided, and the Council agrees, as does yer King, that yerself will lead this quest.”
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Bronzefist, his eyes like chips of mithril, gazed over the crowd, daring anyone to challenge the Council’s decision. No one dared, and those who disagreed sat in sullen silence, while others nodded and stroked their beards. Many of these dwarves had seen Bek’s leadership in the last assault, and could think of none better to be in this position. A group of dwarves, lead by the members of the quest, gathered around Bek to offer their congratulations and clapped him on the back. Those who were not selected for the auspicious undertaking drifted away, some feeling dejected because they weren’t chosen, some feeling particularly lucky. 

Bek’s mind whirled as he tried to comprehend the weight of this responsibility. He knew if the quest was unsuccessful, whatever had helped the orcs in their last attack would surely return to finish the task. He tried to focus on the idea that he could not allow them to fail, but it was hard to keep himself from considering the consequences of failure. His mentor leaned close to his ear, and spoke quietly.

“Don’t fret, boy. I wouldn’t send ya if I didn’t think yerself up to the task. Ye’ve got more strength than you know. Trust yer old teacher.”

Bek managed a nod, though his head felt like it had been struck with a boulder. “What’s the matter, you sick or something?” Bek looked up at his brother, who beamed with confidence and excitement. “They’re gonna sing songs about us! Dwarves will want to name their little ones after Bek and Mek Orccrusher! We’re gonna be famous!! So…when are we starting out, boss?” 

“Don’t yer be calling me that!! I’m no one’s boss! I’m the same as the rest of ye! Awww, give me some time to think, and stop botherin’ me!” Bek stormed away from his bewildered brother, walking quickly seemingly with no direction, until he looked up and found that he was at his mentor’s doorway. He wasn’t surprised to find himself here. After all, this is where he would come whenever something was troubling him. But he had never dealt with something like this. He raised his arm and tentatively rapped on the door. Before his second knock, the door opened.

“I wondered how long it’d be before ya came to see me. I saw you run out of the great hall like it was afire. C’mon in. We’ve much to discuss, you and I.”

 A wave of relief washed over Bek. He was always more comfortable the more information he had and, with the magnitude of this quest, he would want a veritable encyclopedia. Of course, there was no better source of information than Tharm Bronzefist. 

His teacher’s living space was comfortable, in Dwarven terms, due to his stature in the community. There were stone shelves built into each wall. Some shelves held ancient texts; histories of various dwarfish clans, maps of areas not visited by the inhabitants of the citadel since Bronzefist had ventured forth a century before, and descriptions of beasts, both real and fanciful. Other shelves were crammed with mementos of past adventures; an old, weathered backpack, a beautiful hammer, ornately carved with runes extolling Moradin’s virtue, a goblin skull. In the center of the room was a great circular table which, at one time, was used to plan great adventures but now was used to write rousing speeches, exalting Moradin. Bek had spent many happy times here, and smiled at their memories. It was amazing how calming this place always was, how problems seemed much less significant when he was here.  

“The rest of yer group will be here in a while, but there are some things yerself needs to hear. I raised you from a small lad, after yer folks saw the forging of Moradin in ya. Like it or no, ye’ve been preparing for this most of yer life. I taught you how to talk to Moradin, better than any dwarf I’ve seen, if yer to know the truth of it. Ye’ve done things in His name that most only dream of. Ter be truthful, Pel is a lot like yerself, the way he talks to Moradin, but in a differ’nt way. While the two of ya can use His goodness, Pel can talk to the earth like the first dwarves could!! Yerself, you can lead. That’s why one day, you’ll take over fer me.” The old dwarf held up his hands. “Now, I’m not fer stoppin’ yet. Not for a long time yet. It’s not yer time to be an old priest. Now is the time fer you to find out what Moradin is about…. fer yerself!! Now, get us some ale. This talkin’ is thirsty work, and we’ve a lot more work to do yet!”

Bek filled two earthen mugs with thick Dwarven ale. He handed one to Bronzefist, who finished half with a great swallow. “Ahhhh. That hit the spot. Methinks I can talk a bit more now.” He chuckled to himself and gave Bek a chance to have a drink. To be honest, Bek felt like he really needed the beverage to settled his frazzled nerves. 

“I’m sure ye have many questions swimmin’ in yer head. Let me tell you what I know, and when I’m done, you can ask whatever ye like, until the others arrive.” Bronzefist paused to gather his thoughts.  “Let me “begin at the beginin’”, as they say. Before my father’s, father’s father was born, the orcs started gathering in the mountains around Abdar, wantin’ to claim the whole area for theirselves. Back in those days, there weren’t so many of the ugly things, and the battles only lasted for a few days or so before the stinkin’ orcs would tuck tail and run. Then, after a few years of peace and quiet, some new group of ‘em would get the nerve up to attack, and the whole thing would start over again. I’m proud to say that my ancestor, the first Bronzefist, was a great general in these wars.”

“I bet you were wonderin’ where our name came from, weren’t ya?” The old dwarf took another swig of ale and smacked his lips with delight. “ Well, the first Bronzefist had lost his hand in battle. Terrible thing, that. But our cousins, the gnomes… prolly one of Garlson’s forefathers, come to think of it… Anyway, the gnomes made a gauntlet of enchanted bronze to replace his lost hand. Worked just like the real one, they say, but it made blows with his hammer shake the very earth! There is a legend that the Great Bronzefist once struck an ogre so hard, his hammer went clean through the thing’s chest and killed the orc behind it!” Bronzefist shook his head in admiration of his ancestor, and Bek could only gawk in amazement of the fantastic tale. “He was the one of the dwarves who helped put together the great battlements that protect the Citadel. He came up with those troughs of oil, too. Great dwarf, he was. Wish I had got to know him more, afore he passed on. This was, a’ course, long before you even were a twinkle in yer mother’s eye!”

“As time passed, we got better at defendin’ ourselves, and the orcs took longer an’ longer between attacks. This was a great time fer us, and this was when I started traveling around. There was no reason to stay put. No orcs to kill!! I was young and maybe a bit crazy. Not unlike yer brother, tho even then, I wasn’t one to go hiking through the underdark alone, like he does. Met up with a band of adventurers. No dwarves but me in the group, if ye can believe it. A couple good, sturdy humans were with us. Could drink like fishes, but solid and dependable as such short-lived folk can be. I still wonder about where they are from time to time. Then I remember, they must be in the ground, goin’ back to the earth. I had an elf traveling with me, too, if ya can believe it. Indyolian, or some such thing, tho we all just called him Indie, an’ he didn’t seem to mind like most of those pointy-ears do about changing their name. Good enough fella, for an elf at least, but he’d rush into things without talking about it with us. Get us into trouble all the time.” A wistful smile passed the cleric’s lips. “Wouldn’t ‘ve had half the adventures we had, ‘cept fer him…” 

His eyes gazed off into the past, remembering his friends. He took another long draught of ale, shook his head as if to refocus himself, and continued. “After a while, I figured I had enough adventuring, and headed back home. Our group stayed together for the trip back, and I even presented them before King Harbromm himself! They stayed here a while, but the road called them, and they went seeking more fame and fortune. I stayed here, and it was a good thing I did, ‘cause not two months after they left, the orcs attacked again.

“This was the worst attack yet. There were thousands of the brutes, and this time they had orogs with ‘em. We lost many good dwarves…. too many. I’m sure ya heard about this battle. With Moradin’s help, we were able to turn the ground outside the citadel to patches of mud. With the orcs slippin’ and slidin’ at the bottom of the wall, we used those oil pourers to burn the lot of ‘em. That’s when yer pa led a group of dwarves out the front gate. He put a clobberin’ on those orogs before he was struck down. He turned the tide, and the orcs gave up, headed for the hills. He was given a heroes burial. That’s why you an’ yer brother never got his armor or weapons.”

“Come to think of it, yer brother sure does have a lot of the battle know-how yer ole dad had. Ye should be proud of yer dad. He’s the one who earned yer name for ye.”

Bronzefist paused, letting the revelation sink in. Bek was fiercely proud of his father, who had died in defense of his people. He just wondered if he could do as much for Abdar as his father did. All he was sure of was he had to try. Bronzefist saw the determination on Bek’s face, and nodded his approval before continuing.

“This was the battle that made yer king decide that dwarves should stay in the Citadel Abdar, and everybody else should stay out. And it seemed to be working just fine. Besides a few traders, no one bothered us, and we didn’t bother them.  Dwarves were happy, and that made Harbromm happy.”

“Happy, that is, until this last attack. Yerself was there. That was the closest anything has come to getting in the citadel since the wall was built! If it weren’t fer yer brother an’ his troops…” He let the thought go unspoken, and Bek shuddered involuntarily.

 “The thing is…we know where them orcs are getting their help from. That’s the only reason Harbromm will even let ye try and stop this. I always wondered if it would come back to haunt us, and now it has…”

The old priest rubbed his face, gathering himself. After a moment of awkward silence, he sighed deeply and finished his mug of ale. He nodded, almost to convince himself this was the right thing to do. 

“Heed my words, Bek Orccrusher. What I tell ye now, ye keep to yerself. After you set out, you can tell yer crew, but I’ll not be hearin’ that you went and flapped yer gums about this. Swear it!”

“I swear,” Bek said cautiously. He was more perplexed now than he was before they sat down to talk! Tell people what? He didn’t know anything! Before he could sort out his confusion, his mentor began to speak again.

“About the time I came back from my adventurin’, the Citadel was visited by a stranger. He claimed to be kinfolk from The Spine of the World. We were still pretty open to visitors at the time, and nobody thought twice about the dwarf. Well, he asked for a private audience with the King, and was granted it. I was a famous adventurer, and just made a Council member, so I got to sit in on this meeting. When we were introduced in person, I got a better look at our guest, an’ there was something funny about him. His eyes had a bit of red glow to them. Strange lookin’, I tell ye. I had guessed that the King had figured that he wasn’t right, but he listened to him, just the same.”

“ “As some of you have guessed, I am not one of your kin. I am, however, someone who has a very generous offer for you. I require your Dwarven craftsmanship for a small task. I will reward you handsomely for its completion. What say you?” “Depends on the task,” the King told ‘im. I wanted to tell Harbromm to call the guards, get rid o’ this weird dwarf, but I was a new councilor, and I was too scared to talk. “I require a large bowl-shaped mirror, made of mithril, with a slot in the bottom large enough to hold a large stone. Nothing overly complicated for artisans such as your selves, I am sure.” 

“The king looked like he didn’t trust this weird-talking dwarf, and he asked him, “What is it for?” “My kind is a bit… vain, and I would love to have a perfect mirror to gaze at myself.” “Won’t work,” Harbromm told him. “You’d be upside-down if we made the mirror like a bowl. So, what’s it really fer?” 

“ “The only thing that should concern you,” the stranger told the King, “is how much I am willing to pay for this simple request.” I got mad, ‘cause he didn’t pay respect to my King, but Harbromm just kinda shushed me, and asked how much he would pay. “You name your price. I am sure it will be…. fair.” I never heard how much they agreed on, but the stranger mumbled something and waived his hands all around, and suddenly there was a pile of gold, gems, and jewelry as tall as me if it was an inch! Harbromm seemed happy enough, and he took the plans for the bowl.”

“We had our best craftsmen, young Hammersmith’s pa was one of ‘em if I remember right, dish out this great bowl. It was three dwarves across, and the hole in the center was so big me hand fit right through it! One of the smiths got burnt real bad and nearly went blind when he used a torch to find any flaws in the blasted thing. Ya see it concentrated the light into the center. We were pretty shaky around it, couldn’t wait to get it out here. 

“But it sat there for ever it seems, covered by a tarp. We all had just about forgotten about the accursed thing, when “he” showed up again. He was all alone, and we couldn’t figure for the life of us how he was gonna pick the giant thing up, let alone carry it anywhere. “Just bring the dish outside the front gate, and I will take care of the rest,” was all he said. And we were happy to oblige. It took fifteen of us, sweating and grunting to drag it out the front gate. “Thank you for your service. Now go inside and do not come out until tomorrow.” I hated the way he talked down to us dwarves, but we were so happy to have the business done, we just walked away without a word. A few of us, myself, the king, a few others, couldn’t resist finding out what he was all about, so we watched through one of the great wall’s arrow slots. All the sudden, the dwarf starts shakin’ and twitchin’. I was ready to go and try to heal him when great wings sprouted out of his back, and he started growing. In a couple seconds he had gone from a dwarf with weird red eyes to…the biggest dragon I’d ever seen. Red he was, an’ ancient as time. Musta been 80 feet from nose to tail. He scooped that bowl up in one giant claw, and let out a great laugh, sprayin’ fire out his mouth. I remember his head turnin’ toward us, like he could see right through the wall. “

“ “Is it so hard to obey a simple command!” he bellowed, an’ it seemed to shake the very ground with it’s voice. “Well, now that you’ve seen, come and get a better look!” The rest of us were frozen to the spot, but King Harbromm walked right out the front door and stood there lookin’ that worm right in the eye. “I’m afraid you broke our contract, nosy dwarf. Now I’ll take what you made and my treasure too!!” “Take the bowl and go,” the king said back, as calm as I am talkin’ to you now, “Ye got what ye paid for.””

“The dragon laughed again, and I was sure that Harbromm was as good as a goner. But it didn’t gulp him down or roast him alive. It just spread its wings and flew up into the air. “I will be back for my treasure…. Dwarf!!” the great worm roared, then lifted into the air and flew off.”

Bronzefist picked up his mug, realized it was empty, and put it back down with a weary sigh. “We never told anyone that we made a deal with a dragon, or that it would come back. We that were there have been fearing it ever since. When the last attack happened, we knew it was time to own up and take care of what we did. But we’re just a few old dwarves, too old to do what needs bein’ done…”

“But I still don’t know what needs to be done! Kill a dragon?!? It would take an army!”

“I won’t argue with ya. Yer right about not killing a dragon, but that isn’t what ya need to do. We figured out what that bowl does. It concentrates the dragon’s magic so it can use it from far away. So if he puts a crystal ball in the bowl, he can increase it’s power and make it better. If he uses a Necromancer’s stone, he could call undead from miles and miles away. If he puts a staff of the magi…” The cleric just shook his head, and Bek blanched. 

“It’s the bowl that needs breakin’,” Bronzefist continued. “We’re just not sure how to do it. But we don’t have the time to sit around an’ figure it out. Yer gonna have to figure it out on the way.” 

The old priest got up with an effort and walked over to one of the shelves. After rooting around, he pulled out an old parchment. “We kept the plans to the cursed thing all these years. Maybe it’ll help ya come up with a plan.”

Bek took the plans and was about to examine them when there was a knock on the door. “That’ll be the rest of the group. Put that away fer now. We need to plan how yer gonna leave without them blasted orcs seein’ and tellin’ the worm… Well, don’t just sit there. Go let the rest of yer party in.” Bek stood up from the table, stowed the plans in his pack, and waddled over to the door. He hadn’t realized how long he had been sitting in one place, and it felt good to get up and stretch. He pulled the door open to find the rest of his traveling companions waiting impatiently. “Took ye long enough,” Mek quipped. “We were startin’ to wonder if ye had left without us!” 

As they filed in, Bek wondered how enthusiastic they would be if they knew what they were up against. Bronzefist pulled a large scroll from a shelf while everyone took their seats. He unrolled the scroll, which actually turned out to be a map. Everyone leaned forward to get a better look, waiting for the priest to give them an idea of where it represented. To Bek, it was just a maze of twisting tunnels and caverns. He knew that even with the map, he would get lost in this area in short order. As he looked at the other faces peering at the map, it became clear that everyone else shared his opinion. Except for his brother, that is.

Mek nodded knowingly as he surveyed the large map. He tapped certain places, as if to say he knew where they were, and Bronzefist grinned at his knowledge. “I told yerself your rangin’ would come in handy!! But yer gonna go a lot deeper than ye’ve ever gone before.” He tapped a large cavern, far across the page from where Mek had been looking. In between the two areas was a great network of passages and what looked like an inhabited area, with smoother walls and passageways blocked with doors. “This is where yerselfs are headin’. We figure it’ll take more than a couple days to reach there, even if ya don’t come across somethin’ slithering around down there. This area,” he poked towards the area that looked like it had been built, “was one of our mining colonies a long time ago. No one’s been there for a hundred years or more. Something about it being haunted, or some such thing. Never been there myself, and I wonder if those aren’t just ole wives tales.”

“After ye get on yer way, Bek will fill ya in on what ye need to do. We’re NOT gonna talk about it now.” Bronzefist glared menacingly at the table, and none could meet his gaze. 

“Mek, why don’t ye talk about some of the nasties ye’ll be findin’?”

Mek stood and grinned at the group. “I’ve been travellin’ through some of these tunnels for a long time now, an’ I can tell ye, there are some beasts where we’re headed that are no fun at all! Big ole spiders and rats are what we’ll see, mostly. Ye don’t want to get bit by either one, believe me. Even our tough hides might not stop some poison or sickness in. I’ve seen some molds and slimes that’ll make a mess of ya, if yer not careful. Bigger things, too, like carrion crawlers and the like. Not too many of those. An’ I haven’t even been too deep. Not like what we’re gonna do. Bottom line is we’re gonna have to post a watch whenever we stop to rest.”

The priest rose again as Mek took his seat. “Now, of course, we’re gonna outfit ya with anything ya need. Food, armor, weapons, whatever we can spare. Ye won’t be getting any tinder and flint, tho. Doesn’t make good sense to be startin’ fires down there. Don’t know what you might bring in.” Bronzefist paused as Mek nodded his agreement. “You have one day to get yerself prepared to leave. We can’t spare any more time. Any questions?”

“I’ve a question, Master Bronzefist,” came a voice. As usual, heads turned in surprise to hear Pel’s clear, calm voice. “Do I have yer permission to take the Staff of the Soul Forger with us? After all, it is one of our most prized relics, and I wouldn’t be for takin’ it without say so from yerself.”

Bek’s jaw dropped as he came to the realization that the hammer-tipped staff always carried by the timid priest was actually a legendary artifact of the clerics who had resided in the Citadel for centuries. Although he was skeptical that the staff held any special power, other than to help Pel commune with their god, it certainly would be a sign of how desperately important this expedition was. He looked to his mentor, who was apparently suffering with the same dilemma. After a moment, he saw the old priest relax his furrowed brow, and he knew a decision had been made.

“Ye have my permission, Pelwin Broadaxe. We just won’t make a big deal of it. Agreed?”

“Agreed, Master Bronzefist,” Pel answered, looking relieved. 

“Alright, get yerselfs prepared to leave on the morrow.” As the group collectively rose to leave the priest’s chambers, Bronzefist beckoned to Bek. 

“Stay for a moment. I’ve one more thing to discuss with yerself.” Mek gave his brother a quizzical glance, but Bek could only shrug. After the room cleared, Bronzefist again went to his shelves. This time, he reverently held the beautiful hammer that Bek had noticed on the shelves so many times before. There was a nostalgic look in his mentor’s eyes as he laid the hammer on the table.

“This has been my best travellin’ companion when I was younger. I’m not one fer fightin’ any more. The only strength I have left is what Moradin gives me. It’s time this good friend has a new owner. I had a name for her, but that isn’t important. I want you to call her yer own, name her yer self. Got me through some tough scrapes, she did,” He patted the hammer’s haft lovingly. “I know she’ll get ye through some, too.” Bronzefist took a deep breath, and then clapped his hands together as if to put an end to the subject. 

“Better get movin’. Not much time ‘til ya need to leave.” Bronzefist didn’t look as Bek tentatively picked up the hammer. It was surprisingly light and well balanced, and felt like it had been made for him. He tapped the head of the hammer on the table, and a loud rumble made Bek jump in alarm, and Bronzefist to look up sharply.

“It’s not a toy, fool dwarf!! Yer gonna break my table!” He paused for a moment. “Feel’s good, tho…don’t it?” he asked, knowing full well the answer.  He grinned broadly. “Go get yerself ready to go.”

Bek grinned back, gave a nod, and walked out the door. I’m finally feelin’ good about this whole thing, he thought to himself, almost unbelieving. He looked down at the hammer he clutched in both hands. What a gift… He hefted the hammer in his hand, wondering what it would feel like to strike with full force. I suppose I’ll know soon enough…
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There was no time to rest for the soon-to-be travelers. Bek couldn’t wait to show his brother the Bronzefist’s generous gift, and was sorely disappointed when his brother only showed passing interest, stating that he’d just as soon have his axe. Both brothers donned their battle gear, a shirt of chain mail over a leather jerkin and breeches. They wore their sturdy boots and Mek tucked a dagger in one as an extra precaution. Sturdy leather gloves and protective helmets completed the protective gear, Mek’s helmet crowned with bull’s horns and Bek’s with a circle of hammers and anvils in honor of Moradin. A matching hammer hung about the cleric’s neck.

 Being twins, both would have equal rights to wear the family arms into battle. The Orccrushers’ coat of arms was a Dwarven arm holding a battleaxe on a field of deep green. Mek wore his arms proudly, but Bek decided to wear arms honoring his mentor, a bronze fist on a field of black. Mek supported his brother’s decision, not only to honor his teacher, but also so Mek could gain glory for himself, not just as one of a pair of twins. The coats of arms were sewn onto a long surcoat that fit over the mail shirt, not only covering the metallic glint but also masking the sound. 

Mek had sharpened both the axe he carried in his hands and the axe at the end of his beard to a wicked edge, and they glinted in the torchlight as the brothers filled their packs. After cutting himself for the third time, he finally put a leather cover on his ‘bearded axe’ to prevent any further problems. They packed sparingly, knowing that with their weapons and armor, even a dwarf can get weighed down if he overfills his backpack. Mostly, they carried food, in this case dried meat and a hard, nourishing bread that stayed fresh almost indefinitely. Bek carried the water, while Mek carried a length of rope and a grappling hook. Both stowed light blankets, the only things that could be considered ‘comfort’ items, if you didn’t count the flask of liquor Mek had on his belt to keep him ‘warm.’ 

“Ye can’t expect me to give up everything,” Mek said with a smirk, responding to his brother’s sour look at the flask. “It’s bad enough I won’t have any warm companionship.” Mek laughed as his brother’s face turned a deep red. “By the time this trip is done, ye’ll be wantin’ to take a drink from this flask, I’ll not doubt!”

Yer prolly right, Bek thought to himself. It wasn’t as if he had a problem with having a drink now and again, but they couldn’t afford to dull their wits, even for a second. He’s gonna need that after he uses what’s next to it anyway, thinking of the short sword next to the flask on his brother’s belt. With a shake of his head, Bek decided it wasn’t worth the hassle to try to make him leave the flask behind. 

Mek slid his sharpened battleaxe into a set of thongs sewn into his pack for easy carrying. The thongs were designed to break free if pulled on, so Mek could get at the axe easily. The brothers donned their packs and, taking a last look at their comfortable lodging, headed toward the Council Chamber. 

As the brothers were making their preparations to leave, Pel was spending his time in the great cavern that held the shrine to Moradin. Carvings of Dwarven folk mining gold and jewels, forging armor and weapons, and eating and drinking covered the walls, and the murals always gave him a good feeling. This is what I’m fighting for, he thought to himself. He knew the time would come when he would have to strike another living being, maybe even kill, and it troubled him deeply. He knelt at the anvil shaped altar and prayed to Moradin for reassurance that he was following the right path, but no answer came, no matter how hard he concentrated. He knew he had already spent too much time at the altar, and would have to rush to finish his preparations for the trip. With an effort, he tore himself away from his prayers. 

“I guess I’ll know when the time comes,” he told himself without much conviction. After a final bow to the shrine, he rushed out of the cavern and back to his chamber. He changed into traveling clothes, woolen pants and shirt and his soft shoes. Out of an old chest, he pulled a worn leather breastplate, emblazoned with the silver battleaxe coat of arms that was his family sigil. He slid the armor awkwardly over his head, trying to get comfortable with the stiff leather. Over the breastplate, he put his traditional robe, and without close inspection no one would be aware that he was even wearing armor at all. He filled his pack with hard bread and cheese, a cloak, which could double as a blanket, and some vials of water he had blessed with Moradin’s grace. He slung the pack on his back, marveling at its weight. I’ll be tightening me belt before this trek is through, he acknowledged grimly. He hefted his beloved staff, tapped it on the ground twice, and trudged off to the Council Chamber.

Garlson’s preparations were decidedly more haphazard. Like a child in a bakery, everything looked so good to him, it was hard to decide what to bring along. Luckily, his coat had so many pockets there was little he needed to leave behind. Unlike his Dwarven companions, the gnome was racked with anticipation. This would be his first great adventure, and curiosity is a common trait among his kin. 

The one thing he was meticulous about was his research of what spells he would prepare for the quest. He poured over his spell book, envisioning scenarios where he could use his spells to their most devastating effect. He wrung his hands in expectation of battles to come, glory to earn. After he finished his study, he stowed his traveling spell book, some spell components, food, and water in a backpack and slung the pack over his shoulder. His crossbow fit into a specially made pouch on his back, and he hung a quiver of crossbow bolts around his waist. Hefting his sturdy club, he strode off toward the Council Chamber, whistling off tune, of course. 

The Anvil was all business, preparing for this quest much the same way as any other battle. His leather breeches and boots had metal plates sewn on them to deflect any blades. For anyone else, these items would feel heavy and awkward, but for the sturdy dwarf, it was no inconvenience at all. Over his chest and arms was a great coat of leather, with interlocking iron rings. Some of these rings bore the telltale scars of blade strikes, a testament to the Anvil’s fearlessness in battle. His long, thick leather gloves had a similar pattern of iron rings, protecting the forearm and hand. As was custom for all of the Citadel’s warriors, he donned his family coat of arms, in this case, a silver anvil on a blue field. His trademark helmet also carried a great anvil, making his head an added formidable weapon. His weapon, an iron-shod maul, was fearsome to behold just laying on the ground, but the speed in which the Anvil wielded the weapon made it awe-inspiring. 

He prepped his things much the same as the rest of the party, with the exception of a small, worn book that he reverently placed at the bottom of his pack. On the cover of the book was the sigil of his clan, the silver anvil, and the book contained an account of every member of his family, all the way back to the founding of the Citadel. The Hammersmith clan prided themselves of recording important incidents as soon as they were able, and the Anvil had heard time and time again of his ancestors sitting down on the smoky battlefield to record their valor, even as their enemies still writhed in pain, broken on the ground. It was now time for the Anvil to write his chapter in the family book, and he wanted to make his chapter the most read of them all. 

The last thing the Anvil did before he hoisted his maul and headed to the Council Chamber was to pick up a smithing hammer and strike the anvil in the corner of his room in a rhythmic pattern. This was a ritual he had performed before battle since his first, and as always, it brought him an inner peace that he would carry with him until he could play the hammersong again. The ritual completed, the Anvil grabbed his gear and strode confidently out of the room.

The group sat together on the first row of stone benches across from the Council Table. Feelings of nervousness had passed, and now the party was anxious to get underway. Minutes stretched by, feeling like hours, before the Bronzefist, bedecked in his finest priests robes and wearing a band of gold about his head, strode in somberly. The group rose to their feet, acknowledging the solemnity of the situation, and bowed their heads.

“Protectors of Citadel Abdar!” the Bronzefist intoned, “yerselfs have accepted the burden of yer people…and we thank ye for it! King Harbromm himself wants to send ye on yer way. So kneel, and take his blessing!” The group dropped to one knee as King Harbromm entered the great chamber, his boots rapping on the stone floor. In contrast to the old priests somber mood, the king was gracious and friendly, clapping the Anvil on the back, shaking the twin’s hands, and even giving a slight bow and murmur of thanks to Garlson for helping his cousins in this hour of need. After thanking each individually, the King stood before the group.

“My brave dwarves and my steadfast cousin!!” the king bellowed, and his voice rang with pride and appreciation. “ This is yer time to earn a place in the Hall of Heroes! Yer clans and yer king have never needed you more than now. Yerselfs are the difference between our home standin’ or fallin’. I know ye will do better than yer best, and make us proud. Good luck be with ye. May Moradin watch over ye all.” 

With that, the king gave a nod to the Bronzefist. “Rise,” the cleric said, beckoning the group to stand near him. He led them out of the hall, through some well-worn passages, heading deeper into the mountain. Before long, Bek was traveling on paths he had never seen before, and he looked around to try to get his bearings. The rest of the party, with the notable exception of Mek had similar looks on their faces, but a positive air still clung to the group. 

In the middle of an unremarkable corridor, Bronzefist halted the group then peered intently at the seemingly blank wall. After a few moments he let out an exasperated sigh. “Mek, where is that confounded switch? Come up here and open this blasted door!” With a grin, Mek trotted over to the wall, gave it a cursory glance and tapped the wall with his fist. A door, previously concealed, slid back to expose a darkened doorway. Musty air billowed out and dust lay thick on the ground.

“From here on out, yer on yer own,” the old priest said. “Mind yerselfs, and listen to what Bek has to tell ya. I’ll….we all will be waitin’ for yer swift return.” He paused for a moment then ushered the party into the darkened passageway. “Quickly now. We don’t need any other fool dwarves followin’ ya.” 

Bronzefist leaned close to Bek, and talked quietly, so the others couldn’t hear. “Yer doin’ me great honor by wearin’ my family arms. I’m proud to have ya wear ‘em. You know what needs doin’… Now go do it.” He gave Bek’s shoulder a squeeze, then stepped back into the lit passageway. “Moradin’s favor is on the lot of ye,” he called as the door slid closed and darkness descended on the group.

As the Bronzefist trudged his way back to his chambers, a wash of guilt flowed over him. What have I sent them into? he silently wondered. I just fed ‘em to a bloody dragon! An’ it’s all our fault! There’s nothin’ worse than a dwarf’s greed. He shook his head in disgust. Welp, the broth is spoilt now. Nothin’ to do but let them  try an’ clean it up. I just hope they don’ get burnt doin’ it…
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“Besides the dark,” Mek told the group reassuringly, “this is pretty much the same as the rest of the Citadel.” As their eyes became accustomed to the darkness, they found his words to be true. The hallway in which they stood was no different than the one on the other side of the secret door, except for the layer of dust on the ground from lack of traffic. “Up until the king stopped letting visitors in, this place was full of folk. The great market was here. After he stopped letting in the outsiders, there weren’t no reason ta keep it open. Don’t usually see many nasties around here. It’ll give yerselfs a chance to get yer legs underneath ya.”

“’Fore we go any further,” came a deep growl that could only belong to the Anvil, “I wanna know what we’re doin’…” Nods and murmurs of agreement followed, and Bek decided this was as good a time as any to let them know. He told them all that the Bronzefist had told him about the mysterious visitor and the mithril bowl. Faces grew pale and lips drawn as the enormity of their undertaking became clear. After he was finished, Bek offered to answer anything he could.

“Ya mean to tell me that we’re gonna have to go kill ourselves a dragon?” Mek said incredulously.  “Ye’ve got to be kidding!”

“That’s not what I’m sayin’!” Bek retorted angrily. He saw that if he didn’t give a good explanation of what he thought they had to do, the quest would be over before it began. “We don’ need to kill the dragon, just wreck the bowl! An’ even if we did, would yerselfs just give up an’ let yer clan be destroyed for all time? I wouldn’t.” It was a bit of a gamble, playing against the company’s pride, but it worked.

“I said before I was in, an’ I still am,” the Anvil rumbled and rose to his feet, hefting his great maul on his shoulder. “Seems to me, the sooner we get this taken care of, the better.” The burly dwarf scanned the rest of the party, waiting for a response.

“There is an old saying, my stalwart cousins, and I think it apropos in this situation: In for a copper, in for a gold piece. We are here now. I don’t think any of us is prepared to turn back. I am with you.” Even as the gnome went to stand next to the Anvil, the rest of the party was rising to their feet.

“It’s agreed then. Mek, get us to the mining town.” 

Mek gave a familiar grin and headed off down the darkened passageway. Both dwarves and gnomes are quite comfortable traveling underground, and the group could tell there was a slight slope to the floor. They were steadily heading deeper into the earth, shifting from the safe halls of the Citadel to the unknown of the Underdark. The hallways began to twist and turn with more regularity, and scuffling noises could be heard just around the corner, although when they would rush to catch up to whatever was making the sound, they would always find just an empty corridor. After a few such frustrating events, they just ignored the sounds and plodded onward. 

For much of the first day, the group made good time, and the mood was positive. With each passing hour that brought no attack emboldened the party, and occasional whispers gave way to pleasant conversation. Garlson, being the most garrulous of the bunch, walked beside Mek at the front of the group. The two became fast friends, with Garlson telling of past adventure and listening with rapt attention to Mek’s recalling of his trickery at the expense of an ogre during the last attack. When Mek showed Garlson his “bearded axe,” he clapped the ingenious dwarf on the back. 

“I wonder if you don’t have a bit of gnome in you, my clever dwarf!” he laughed, and Mek laughed along with him.

Surprisingly, Pel and the Anvil found much to talk about. Their clans were inter-joined by marriage, and the two were actually distant cousins, although before this adventure they had never met. They shared stories of their ancestors, and the Anvil swelled with pride when Pel asked him if he had entered a chapter in the family book.

“Ask me when this is over, cousin,” the Anvil said, gazing off to the future. “My chapter will be the best read of ‘em all!!”

“I don’t doubt it, cousin,” Pel returned. “Ye seem made to be a hero for yer family. Not like me…”

“Aw, don’t go underestimatin’ yerself. After all, ye’ve got the same bloodline as me!!” Pel grinned at his cousin’s jest. “I promise ya, ye’ll have a place in my chapter. No question ‘bout it!”

“I’ll do me best, that’s fer certain,” the priest replied, but he had a more confident look than before.

Bek spent most of his time racking his brain trying to figure out how to destroy the bowl without getting himself or the rest of the party killed. He barely noticed where they were going, and it was a good thing he was positioned between the two sets of talkers, because he might have just wandered away into the underdark if left alone.

It was this state of collective distraction that left the party so unprepared when they stumbled into a great web strewn across the passageway. The strands were thick and they shimmered softly in the dim light. The web stretched from ceiling to floor, thick enough to make it difficult to see the corridor beyond. Some scuffling movement could be heard from the other side of the web and Mek and Garlson looked about wildly, trying to find the giant spider that must have built the sticky trap.

“Watch out, there’s a spider about!!” Mek yelled to the party, and they scrambled to draw weapons. The Anvil stepped in front of Pel and raised his maul, ready to smash the spider to bits. Bek hurried to get his hammer out of his belt, feeling clumsy and panicked. Pel began to chant, readying a prayer to counteract any poison.

Garlson was looking more closely at the sticky strands, a look of concern on his face. “ I don’t think this is from a spider,” he started to say as a bolt of energy blasted into Mek’s chest, knocking him off his feet and leaving a scorch mark on his surcoat. He was back up on one knee in a moment, looking far more angry than hurt. “Wizard!!” Garlson cried, and both Bek and Pel changed their strategy immediately. Bek channeled his prayer into dispelling the magical web that kept them from their enemy, while Pel concentrated on healing prayer. Garlson dropped to one knee and unslung his crossbow, quickly notching a bolt and firing blindly through the web. A harsh bark of laughter let him know that he did not find his mark. 

Bek finished his prayer and concentrated on the web, willing the magic to disintegrate. His brow furrowed in effort and sweat began to run down his broad face, but the conjured web never wavered. Soon the chant faded from his mind, and he knew the prayer had failed.  He grunted in frustration and tightened the grip on his hammer, feeling useless. The web appeared to be impenetrable. Until it was eliminated, Bek could do nothing.

Mek had other plans. He took a mouthful of the liquid from his flask while he fumbled in his pack, bringing out tinder and flint. He struck the tinder, creating a great spark. The second time he struck the tinder he sprayed the liquid from his mouth, creating a great gout of flame that quickly engulfed the web. Mek and Garlson let out simultaneous whoops of triumph, and Garlson nocked another bolt on the crossbow. As the smoke dissipated, they could see a lone figure in tattered robes, hooded so that it’s face was masked. As Garlson prepared to fire at the figure, who’s hands were moving in an intricate pattern, obviously casting a spell, a huge blur flashed by him, and he fired wildly, missing by a wide margin. 

The blur turned out to be the Anvil, legs churning as he ran towards the spell caster. He held his great maul out in front of him like a battering ram. This technique was a family tradition, and it had been developed to break through orc shield walls. Against heavily armed and armored orcs, the technique was effective. Against the unarmored figure, it would be devastating. The magic user finished his spell and a blue glow appeared around him, quickly disappearing. The Anvil roared his battle cry and lowered his head, streaking toward the immobile figure. Suddenly, the big dwarf was flying backward, having struck an invisible wall of force. He struck the ground and lay insensible, although Garlson could hear a deep groan, letting him know the Anvil was still alive. 

Mek had stood and picked up his battleaxe, giving a cursory glance at his fallen companion, before cautiously approaching the hooded figure. He took an exploratory swing of his axe, and found the protective magic more than his fine weapon could penetrate. Again came the bark of laughter, and Mek could hear the figure chanting, obviously preparing a new spell. 

Mek felt a presence by his shoulder and look to find his brother standing next to him, rearing back for a strike. Before he could warn him that the blow would be useless, Bek brought the hammer forward with all of his strength, grunting with the effort. Where Mek’s mithril weapon failed, the Bronzefist’s gift blew the magical shield into a myriad of golden shards. The hooded figure cringed away from the shields destruction, losing concentration on its spell. The brothers, too, needed to turn their heads away from the sudden bright golden light.

The hesitation by the brothers was all the Anvil, having regained his feet, needed. He strode confidently toward the hooded figure, which was frantically searching his tattered robes for a spell component. A grunt from the Anvil caused the mage’s head to rise, and a squeak echoed across the hallway as it saw the Anvil’s great maul hurtling towards it’s unprotected body. The mage flew back from the impact, and Garlson winced as the sound of an audible ‘crack’ reached his ears while around him, his dwarfish companions nodded and chuckled, with the exception of Pel, who just looked away. The magic user struck the back wall and slid to it’s base, motionless. 

For a moment the party stood motionless at the abrupt ending of the melee, then they rushed forward as a group to examine their fallen foe. Mek moved to clap the Anvil on his back and congratulate him on such a quick reaction, while the Anvil just stood over the prone body, his maul ready to finish the job if his opponent showed any signs of life. Pel pushed past his huge friend to check the injuries of their opponent, and Mek began to protest before Garlson cut him off.

“I would normally agree that quickly dispatching such a foe would be prudent, but we need to find out how he knew we were coming. Let the priest fix him up enough for me to ask him a few questions.”

Mek grumbled but stepped back to allow Pel to examine the mage’s wounds. When he pulled the conjuror’s hood back, he jumped back in alarm. At the priest’s gasp, the rest of the group turned to see that the magic user was no man, but an orc! Pel quickly recovered from his shock and began to tend to the fallen enemy. His ribs had been crushed, and he badly needed healing, but Pel was too afraid of being denied by his deity to pray for healing. Instead, he used some healing salve and bound the orc’s wounds as best he could. After a few minutes, the orc began to stir, and Pel backed away from the prone beast to give space to Garlson, who was frantically pushing the healer away to get to the orc. At first, Pel thought the gnome was going to kill the fallen beast before it could defend itself, and he started to protest, but Garlson’s hands began to move in a complex design, and a glowing pattern of spinning shapes began to materialize in front of the orc. When the orc’s eyes fluttered open, all they could see was an intricate pattern of light, and soon the orc fell into a deep trance.  Garlson beckoned Bek forward and talked to him in a low voice.

“I believe in this state, we will be able to get any information we need out of this foul beast. Just be sure to ask as simple a question as possible. Allow me to demonstrate.” At that, Garlson turned back to the orc and in a commanding voice, asked the orc, “How did you know we were here?”

The orc’s expression never changed, but after a few moments it spoke in halting Common.  “Red Fire Wyrm… told Ghr’uul that dwarves… in Underdark…. Ghr’uul want to be Shaman of tribe… Red Fire Wyrm promise Ghr’uul he be Shaman … Give Ghr’uul power…. Ghr’uul want to make Red Fire Wyrm happy…” The guttural voice trailed off, and the orc stared off into space, seemingly oblivious of its horrendous wounds. 

Bek now moved close to the orc, disgust plain on his face. He resisted the desire to stave the foul creature’s head in, and thought for a moment before asking his question. “How does the Red Fire Wyrm know we’re coming?”

“Ghr’uul doesn’t know… Red Fire Wyrm said dwarves come to Red Fire Wyrm, so Ghr’uul want to give dwarves as present to Red Fire Wyrm… Make Red Fire Wyrm happy so Ghr’uul be Shaman!”

Garlson had a burst of inspiration and grabbed Bek’s arm so he could ask the next question. “Does Red Fire Wyrm know where Ghr’uul is now?” Bek looked at the gnome and gave him a nod of understanding. If the dragon didn’t know that the orc had come here, and had no mental connection with the beast, there still might be a chance the dragon didn’t know they were coming so soon.

“Ghr’uul want to give Red Fire Wyrm surprise… Make Red Fire Wyrm happy… Ghr’uul not want other orcs to know where Ghr’uul gone… Telled no one…”

Bek and Garlson nodded to one another, a small grin of satisfaction spreading on the gnome’s mischievous face. Simultaneously, the two asked the identical question to the hypnotized orc. “Where is the Red Fire Wyrm?”

A look of dismay clouded the orc’s piggish face. “ Ghr’uul not supposed to know! Red Fire Wyrm always come to tribe… Ghr’uul follow Red Fire Wyrm to big cave. Down and down Red Fire Wyrm go… deeper than old dwarf digging… Ghr’uul get lost and wander for many day… Found Red Fire Wyrm cave by accident!  Then Red Fire Wyrm wake up, and Ghr’uul run away before Red Fire Wyrm see Ghr’uul and eat him or burn him!!” 

A look of intense pain crossed the orc’s face, and Garlson realized they had gotten the stupid creature so upset that the hypnosis had been broken. The orc began to struggle to its feet, growling and grunting in pain and anger. Mek’s battleaxe materialized in his hands and Pel cried out in protest as the axe plummeted down, permanently ending the interrogation by Bek and Garlson. As Mek struggled to extricate his axe from the orc’s skull, Garlson searched the body for anything of worth. As he searched, he shook his head in amazement at the orc’s ability to cast spells. I always thought orcs to be incapable of such things! What could that vile worm be using to help this oafish creature attain such a level of mastery?  

Mek finally tore the axe from the corpse’s head, grunting in pain as he pulled. “Guess that little pig packs a good punch,” he groaned, staggering backwards as the blade pulled free. His chest hurt terribly, and he noticed many of the links of chain in his mail shirt were bent, partially imbedded in his massive chest right through his leather jerkin. Blood was seeping through the mail, making a circular pattern on his tabard. He sat against the wall heavily, and tried to pull the chain shirt away from his chest. That only made the pain worse, and he cursed loudly, causing both Pel and Bek to rush to his aid.

The two clerics gingerly tugged the heavy tabard over Mek’s head, and the movement of his arms caused the mail to bite more deeply into his flesh, making him cry out in pain. They had to pull the mail away from Mek’s body in order to remove it, and before he would allow the two healers to do this, Mek insisted he be allowed to take a long drink from his flask. As the potent liquid burned its way down his throat and into his belly, Mek relaxed and allowed the armor to be removed. The leather jerkin came off much more easily, and they wadded the heavy shirt into a makeshift pillow, laying Mek down so they could better examine his wounds. The cuts made by the mail were not deep, but they were many, and it took a bit of time to clean pieces of leather out of them. Mek could only take a few minutes of this cleaning before he had to take another drink. The worse part of Mek’s injuries was the large circular bruise that was already blooming on his chest. It was apparent that at least one of his massive ribs had been broken, and breathing was an unpleasant experience, to say the least. It was obvious Mek would need healing, and the two clerics agreed that Pel was the more skilled of the two in the healing arts. 

Pel began the chant to Moradin that would grant him healing power. It was one of his favorite chants, and he smiled broadly as he intoned. Soon, the power began to build within him, as clear and bright as a perfect diamond. His eyes closed, and his chant grew loud as the healing power he prayed for burst forth from his outstretched hands and into Mek. Immediately, Mek’s breathing grew less labored and the pain from his multitude of cuts disappeared. He sighed in relief, feeling as though he could sleep for a week. 

After a few moments, He felt strong enough to rise to a sitting position, and turned to thank Pel. But his smile of thanks withered under Pel’s angry glare. 

“That orc told ya what you wanted, then ya killed it without a thought! Yer no better than the worm is!!” Pel’s face was red with anger, and his hands were clenched in fists. But Bek had warned his brother of the priest’s aversion to killing, and he was not surprised in the least by his anger.

“What would ya have done with it, Pel? Healed it instead of me? Carried it on yer back and nursed it back to health? Ye already forget it tried to kill us? I know yerself doesn’t believe in killing, but what were ye thinkin’ we were gonna do with the pig?” He was trying to stay calm and explain why he did what he did, but his voice grew loud as his frustration increased. 

Pel stood in front of the angered dwarf, his mouth agape. He really hadn’t thought about what he would do after the orc was healed. He was actually afraid that Moradin would be displeased if he had asked to heal such an evil thing as an orc. His mind was whirling with conflicting thought, and Mek’s glare softened as he saw the priest’s inner conflict. 

“Don’t worry about it, Pel,” he said, patting the distraught priest on the back. “Leave the killin’ to the rest of us. If I had any doubts about yerself, yer healin’ cleared it up for me. I owe ya one.” He walked away, leaving Pel to work out conflicting emotions on his own.

Garlson completed his thorough search of the orc without much to show for it. Besides some food so vile that even the dwarves wouldn’t eat it and a few coins, the beast’s pockets were empty. Even the staff the orc carried turned out to be nothing more than a battered walking stick. Nevertheless, A couple pieces of gold, and everyone in the party still alive, was a good showing for a first encounter. Although Mek had come up with the idea on how to defeat the web, they all agreed that it was the Anvil who had saved the group from further magical abuse. Because of this, he was given the lion’s share of the “treasure.” After futilely attempting to refuse the party’s praise, the big dwarf bowed his head modestly and accepted their accolades.  

The collective decision was made to make camp for the night. Even after his healing, Mek needed the rest, and the Anvil was a bit shaken up from his encounter with the shield spell. As they rummaged through their packs for food and drink, Bek tapped his brother on the back.

“Thought we weren’t s’pposed to bring tinder and flint,” he chided, a smirk on his face. Mek returned the grin. “You weren’t. The lot of ye haven’t grown yer adventurin’ beards like meself. Just keepin’ ye out of trouble!” The brothers laughed, feeling their confidence growing in the light of their success. 

While the two brothers were joking with each other, Pel was looking with concern at Garlson’s grim visage. The gnome appeared to be deep in thought, and Pel edged over next to him, anxious to find out what was distressing the unflappable adventurer. 

“What is it?” was all the dwarf asked, and the question was sufficient to loosen Garlson’s tongue. 

“That orc had abilities far beyond the natural, my friend, and I believe the worm is the reason behind it. The question is: What device is it using to boost these lowly creatures’ abilities? We gnomes are a curious sort, and I have researched many fantastic and mythical items, but nothing I have heard of could produce these effects…” He shook his head as his voice trailed off, then gave Pel a wan smile. “It will do little use to worry about such things now. We should concern ourselves with simply reaching the worm’s lair. Besides, I do not want to break our spirits so soon after our first success. Come, let us join the rest of the group.”

With that, Garlson lurched to his feet and grabbed Pel by the arm, dragging him toward the others, who were sitting in a semi-circle. With a wave of his hand, Garlson created an illusionary fire that cast a flickering light about the small cavern, but did not generate heat or smoke that would attract wandering monsters. The group spent a few restful hours laughing and recounting the last encounter with greater embellishments at each telling. 

“We have a family tradition,” Mek said during a break in the story telling, “that after every battle, we sing to honor the victors. Me brother and me think ye should join our tradition.” Bek gave a nod of agreement, and Pel, the Anvil, and especially Garlson beamed with pleasure. “I’ll teach ye the tune, but ye have to sing yerselfs, at least the chorus.”

The two brothers stood and after a moment, they began to sing a tune, repeating it over and over until the whole group joined in. 

Way lee oh way, sing way lee oh way, sing way lee oh way, sing way lee oh way!! 

The Anvil is strong, he fights all day long, his power is mighty, his blows, they strike loud.

Tho this quest won’t be fun, when the battles are done, of doubt there is none that his kin will be proud!

Way lee oh way, sing way lee oh way, sing way lee oh way, sing way lee oh way!!


Garlson the gnome, traveled far from his home, casting magical spells with courage and skill.

But it’s not just a spell that is used to compel. If his magic don’t get you, his crossbow sure will!

 Way lee oh way, sing way lee oh way, sing way lee oh way, sing way lee oh way!!  

The Orccrusher Bek always sticks out his neck for his clan and his friends and for Moradin’s grace.

With the Bronzefist’s good teachin’ and a bit of his preachin’, he’ll be quick to put enemies back in their place!

 Way lee oh way, sing way lee oh way, sing way lee oh way, sing way lee oh way!!

Pel’s Moradin’s priest, and he’s far from his least; he’s strong, and he’s wise, as all here can see.

With his healing power, he’s worth more by the hour, we all want him here, the most of all me!

Way lee oh way, sing way lee oh way, sing way lee oh way, sing way lee oh way!!

Mek fights without fear, and when danger is near, he’ll face it head-on whether it’s day or night.

But it’s not just his blade, it’s the flint he forbade, that make’s him spit fire like the dragon we fight!

Way lee oh way, sing way lee oh way, sing way lee oh way, sing way lee oh way!!
The song ended in a great cheer, with Mek mimicking blowing fire and the group laughing and clapping. Still chuckling, Bek held his hands up to be heard. 

“I know yerselfs will have more verses wrote about ya,” he started, and the group swelled with pride. “Methinks it’d be best to get some rest before we move on. I know meself and Pel need some prayin’ time, and I’ll bet Garlson needs to study. We all need some rest. Mek and Anvil, you sleep first. Yerselfs were the only one’s that got hurt. Then you stand watch while we get some prayin’ done, tho it wouldn’t hurt the lot of ye to do some thankin’ to Moradin.” He paused, frowning at his brother who was rolling his eyes and groaning theatrically. “I hope ye can fall asleep quick, cause we don’t have much time to rest.” With that, he walked a short distance away from the group, watching down the hallway they had fought the orc in. Mek looked over at the Anvil, who was already snoring softly, at least for a dwarf. He leaned up against the cavern wall and, with a contented sigh, closed his eyes.
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The party was able to rest with no interruptions, although distant sounds could be heard, not loud enough to distinguish what they were, but plenty to know they weren’t alone. Bek and Pel spend a short time praying together, but most of their prayer was done alone, with each expressing their own appreciation to their god, as well as seeking guidance for the adventurers. Mek and Anvil awoke from their short rest feeling none of the ill effects of the encounter with the orc. 

The group was anxious to continue their journey, and quickly stowed their gear. There would be no repeat of the surprise attack they fell victim to before. They were still friendly with each other, but eyes continued to search out any traps or enemies waiting to pounce. Their order was the same as the previous day, with Garlson and Mek in the lead, Bek in the center, and Pel and the Anvil covering the rear. The only differences were the weapons being carried by Anvil and Garlson. The big dwarf had his maul strapped to his back, and carried his sword and shield, while Garlson had his crossbow at the ready. 

As the party progressed, the tunnels slowly changed from the clean lines of Dwarven craftsmanship to rougher work, and large boot prints could be seen on the dirt floor. Mek knelt next to the prints and examined them closely.

“Looks like an orc war band. Came through here couple o’ days ago, by the looks of it. Dozen of ‘em, maybe more. Better keep yer eyes open.” He glanced up at the group crowded around him. “I don’ think we can avoid ‘em… Not that I’d want ta!” He gave a wicked grin and stood to join the party, taking his place at the front of the group.

They carried on in grim silence for a short time, until Mek’s fist shot suddenly up, causing the adventurers to freeze in their tracks. In response to their quizzical looks, Mek made a motion for the group to stay put while he scouted ahead. Bek nodded to his brother and he crept as quietly as a dwarf can to the next bend in the passageway ahead. After a moment, he disappeared around the corner, and the rest of the adventurers could only wait as agonizing minutes passed. 

After what seemed like forever, Garlson heard the sounds of hurried footsteps and beckoned the group to prepare for an attack. Anvil moved up next to Bek, and Garlson slid back to take some protection from the big dwarf’s shield. There was a sigh of relief when they saw that it was, in fact, only Mek trotting back, the grin on his face wider than ever. 

“I told yerselfs there were a dozen of ‘em, maybe more!” he exclaimed, much too loudly for the comfort of the rest. “Headed this way, they are! No way around ‘em, so we’re gonna have to fight!!” His cheeks were flushed with excitement, and Bek was astounded at the level of anticipation. Even for his brother, this was a much bigger reaction than he would have expected. 

“How long until their here?” Anvil asked, a bit of anticipation showing in the deep rumble of his voice.

“No more than a couple minutes. We’d better get ready!” Mek fought to control the blood lust he felt. He never had trouble building up his confidence before a battle, but this time he felt a completely different feeling. It was as if his whole purpose was to eliminate orcs from the face of the earth. The depths of his convictions surprised him. They had been building ever since he had begun to venture out by himself. Although he liked the company of other dwarves well enough, he was happiest on his own. He had worked to develop the skills to survive relying only on himself. He knew what he could and couldn’t eat and drink, if others had traveled over the same path he was taking, and how long ago they had been there. He had also developed an amazing ability to know where he was underground, even for a dwarf. He had rarely lost his way in these passageways, and that was only when he had first started to explore them. He felt different than the other dwarves he knew, and that fact didn’t trouble him in the least. 

“We’d best form up,” said Bek, taking the leadership role. “Let’s move shields to the front to protect Garlson while he picks ‘em off with the crossbow. Anvil takes the center, meself on the left, and Mek on the right. Pel, you be ready to heal….and don’t forget to protect yerself, ok?” Pel nodded nervously and gripped the ancient staff tightly, as if it would abandon him when he needed it most. 

The shields were placed next to each other, slightly overlapping to prevent a weak spot for the orcs to push through. Besides the small space for their eyes, all the enemy would see was a solid wall of wood and steel crowned by three helms, the outer two with horns and the center with an anvil. The shields almost completely spanned the width of the corridor, and the gaps on each side would be used by Garlson to fire his crossbow. 

Pel brandished his staff like a spear, ready to push the enemy back if he was to breach the wall or find a way to get around it. He swallowed hard, pushing the fear he felt down into he pit of his stomach, where it sat like a rock. He knew his friends were counting on him and he couldn’t let them down. His talk with Mek after the first orc’s death had allowed him to accept the occurrence as unpleasant, but necessary, but it had not resolved the issue of him taking a life himself, and he looked forward to the occasion with a deep dread. He tried to focus on the fact he might not even get involved except to heal his comrades, but the doubts and fears remained.

The three shield men had been in this situation before, during the last orc attacks on the Citadel, and they grinned and murmured encouragement to one another in preparation for the oncoming attack. There is no brotherhood like the one that develops when your life depends on the soldier on either side of you, and the dwarves felt a great joy in that realization. Hearts swelled with pride and honor, and murmured encouragement gave way to shouts of challenge to the orc band that had just come around the corner.

Those who have never seen an orc up close are in for an unpleasant sight. They are big, muscled beasts with small, angry eyes and an upturned snout. Their face shows rage barely contained, and they know no fear. The necklaces made of the finger bones of their fallen enemies identified these orcs as Galrug bak-Tul, the Bone Keepers, a fearsome group of hardened warriors. Upon their round shields was painted a hand of bone on a field of brownish-red, the color of dried blood. They wore sturdy leather armor, with odd bits of metal attached for extra protection. Upon their large heads were open-faced helms, topped with a spike, where the heads of vanquished enemies would be displayed after a successful battle. The weapon of choice for these elite troops was a wicked-looking curved sword, with notches in the blade to catch and tear away chunks of flesh. Only the orc leader carried a different weapon, a double bladed axe with a handle nearly six feet long. He carried it like a banner, proudly displaying the weapon he planned to use to kill his enemies. 

“Keep yer shots on the big one with the axe,” Bek instructed Garlson, who nodded in quick agreement. The gnome knew this was not a time for politeness, and he would disable the vicious orc any way he could. 

When orcs attack, they usually flew at their enemies in a mad rush. This was particularly effective when their opponents were unprepared, allowing the mass of the orcs to crash through the shield wall and decimate the archers or wizards behind it. In this case, it was obvious the dwarves were ready and rushing at them would only hasten the orcs’ deaths. Such things usually did not alter the orcish battle strategy, which is why Bek was surprised when the orcs didn’t rush at the Dwarven shield wall, but instead formed a wall of their own and slowly marched toward them. This placed the advantage clearly on the side of the orcs, and they taunted the dwarves as they approached. Bek knew their tiny wall could not hold back the foul tide, but he could think of no other way to hold them back.  

“When I move,” came a low rumble, “ you two lock yer shields and drop to yer knees. Get yer weapons above yer heads and let me do the swingin’. Alright?”

Bek turned toward the Anvil, who was beginning to breath deeply from the rush of adrenaline, and he saw his brother nodding in agreement. He wasn’t too thrilled about being so restricted in his movements, but recognized his big friend’s strategy, and gave his agreement as well. 

Bek looked back to the orcs and found they had advanced to within 20 feet of the adventurers. The orc shield wall parted, and the orc leader emerged. He stood a head taller than his war band, and simply towered over the dwarves. He banged the head of his axe against the ground, and leaned on the big wooden handle, looking supremely confident.

“Drop weapons now, maybe we no kill!! Me no ask again!” The smirk on the orc’s tusked face belied the fact he was simply toying with the group, hoping to humiliate them before destroying them. 

Garlson’s crossbow relayed the group’s answer, with a bolt suddenly appearing in the beast’s chest. The orc looked down in complete shock, gently touching the shaft that seemed to materialize from nowhere. The smirk dissolved into a snarl of rage and pain. “KILL!!” the orc bellowed as he stumbled backwards towards the protection of his shields. Another bolt followed him into the crowd, but Garlson couldn’t tell if he had found his mark.

As the orcs rushed forward, Anvil dropped both his sword and shield and put his hands over his head, as if to surrender. Seeing this drove the brutes into a frenzy, and the orcish shield wall dissolved as a few rushed ahead to strike down the seemingly helpless dwarf. The Anvil’s hands grasped the shaft of his great maul, and he shouted in triumph as it ripped free from the leather thongs holding it to his broad back. He swung in a great arc, catching the first orc in the temple and driving its piggish skull into the jaw of its companion, shattering the beast’s tusk. Both beasts went down, with one clutching its ruined mouth and squealing in pain, and the other not moving at all. Bek and Mek moved to take their positions, and the remaining orcs were presented with a solid wall, with a huge maul flailing above it.

Still the orcs had a decided numbers advantage over the group, and a new shield wall was formed, quickly advancing to attempt to surround their foes. After seeing the Anvil’s destructive power, none were too keen on testing the angry dwarf, and much of their attention was focused on not getting struck by the maul, leaving them exposed to other attacks. While watching the Anvil, the orc in front of Bek abruptly dropped to the ground writhing in pain and clutching its ruined knee. At the same time, the orc in front of Mek’s kneeling form suddenly sprouted a crossbow bolt from its ear, and it dropped with a thud to the ground. Bek stole a glance back at Garlson, and they nodded at each other in approval.   

Up until this point, Pel had watched the battle like a detached spectator, but a feral growl caused the startled dwarf to whip his head to the side. One of the orcs had managed to skirt past Bek’s guard and it was apparent it considered Pel the easiest prey. It clashed its wicked looking sword against its shield and roared its challenge, hoping to defeat the timid looking priest before the first blow was struck, and by all appearances, the tactic worked. Pel stood with a shocked look on his face, his feet rooted in place. Continuing its battle cry, the orc raised its hairy arm for the killing blow. The terrified cleric raised his feeble staff to ward off the blow, clamping his eyes shut in anticipation of the pain to come. After a split second, Pel felt a light blow on the staff, followed by a terrible cracking sound. Figuring the staff had been cut in two, he opened his eyes, thinking he might be able to outrun the fierce warrior attacking him. What he found was that there was no damage at all to his staff, but the orc’s sword had broken off at the hilt. Where before there was a confident fiend, eager for the slaughter, now stood a confused and panicked monster, desperately fumbling for a weapon. Pel’s fear turned to a seething anger and he lunged the staff into the orc’s belly, doubling it over and driving the air out of its chest. He then pivoted the staff in a wide arc, bringing the hammer-shaped tip down on the back of the orc’s helmeted skull with all his strength. There was a resounding boom as the staff completely caved in the steel helm, and the orc was laid out on the floor, twitching in the growing pool of its own blood. Pel’s anger dissipated in the face of his overwhelming horror at his own actions. He sat abruptly on the floor, unable to take his eyes of the grisly scene before him. Tears silently ran down his face, and he remained in that position for many moments, until the shouts of his comrades temporarily shook him from his stupor. 

Pel turned slowly to find his friends desperately battling with the remaining orcs. The Anvil was swinging his maul in wide arcs to keep the enemies from charging Bek and Mek, who were still in a kneeling position, with Bek on the left and Mek on the right. Bek held his hammer in his left hand, and would swing at any orcs foolish enough to get in range. The pile of broken bodies around him was warning enough to the remaining orcs. Bek was wielding his great axe in his right hand, and it had only taken one orc to be cut off at the knees for the rest to give him a wide berth. Garlson continued to look for openings with his crossbow, but after what happened to their leader, the orcs always kept one eye peeled on the wily gnome. 

There were still seven orcs in fighting condition, too many for the Dwarven warriors to charge, but not enough for the orcs to be able to overrun them. A standoff ensued, and with each passing minute, the kneeling dwarves grew more fatigued and their sturdy legs began to lose circulation, causing them to fidget and break their concentration. The orcs recognized this, and reformed a solid shield wall a few steps away from the dwarves, not far enough away for guards to be dropped, but not close enough to be hit by the dwarves’ brutal attacks. 

The signal that the orcs’ strategy had seemingly worked was the twang of Garlson’s crossbow string breaking. As the gnome cast the useless weapon away with disgust, the orc commanding the shield wall roared them forward, and the kneeling dwarves tried to brace themselves as best they could. Mek noticed a blur out of the corner of his vision, and looked up to see Garlson rush past him, mumbling something to himself. The dwarf started to call out in protest when Garlson stopped abruptly in front of the Dwarven shields and pointed both hands at the advancing brutes, fingers spread. After a final word, a sheet of flame erupted from the gnome’s outstretched hands, engulfing the orc shield wall. The center of the shield wall collapsed in a fiery mass, and Bek and Mek struggled to their feet to join the Anvil who was rushing at the few remaining orcs who were frantically beating at the flames on their clothing and wooden shields. Garlson grabbed his club off his belt with a whoop of joy and joined his companions in the fight. 

What followed was slaughter. Pel could only watch, mouth agape, as his companions systematically destroyed the remaining orcs. There would be no prisoners this time, no interrogation. It was over in a matter of minutes, but the horrified priest felt as though he would be scarred forever. It wasn’t his friends he was revolted by; it was himself. Even before the last orc fell, Pel found himself kneeling in prayer to Moradin. He couldn’t bring himself to ask for forgiveness, so he pleaded for a sign that his actions were just, and asked for guidance on what to do next. As before, his only answer was silence.

 A shout from Garlson broke Pel’s concentration, and he looked up to see the excited gnome beckoning the group wildly to the body of a fallen foe. It was the orc commander who Garlson had shot to begin the wild battle. As Pel approached he saw that Garlson’s second shot had found its mark after all. It jutted from beneath the chin of the beast, proving that Garlson had hit him as he stumbled back towards his troops. But that wasn’t the reason he had called the group over. In his palm, he held a golden ring. It was beautifully wrought, and certainly seemed out of place on such a foul creature as an orc. 

“Nice ring,” grumbled Mek, shaking his legs to get the circulation flowing again. “That’ll fetch some good coin when we get back.”

“Oh I believe it is quite a bit more than that, my good dwarf!” Garlson exclaimed excitedly. “ If you would be so kind as to indulge me for a moment.” He waived his hand over the ring and mumbled a charm. Immediately the ring began to glow. “As I suspected!” Garlson enthused. “There is an enchantment on this ring!”

Mek’s scowl of discomfort quickly changed to a grin of excitement. “Our first bit of real treasure, eh?” he nudged his brother, who nodded in agreement. 

The Anvil remained unimpressed. “What does it do?” he rumbled. 

“Just give me a moment, my large friend, and I will find out just that,” the gnome retorted amicably. He walked a short distance away from the group, and sat to concentrate on a new spell, his chin tucked against his chest. After a few moments, his head popped up as if to say “Aha!!” and he scrambled to his feet.

“I believe a demonstration would best illustrate the powers of this magnificent creation!” Garlson slipped the ring on his finger, and it immediately shrank to fit, further belying its magical nature.  He then proceeded to remove his coat and roll up one sleeve, exposing his arm. Walking over to one of the wooden shields that was still ablaze, the gnome stuck his exposed arm in the fire and held it there, seemingly oblivious to the incredible pain he must have felt. After a moment of shock, Bek rushed over to pull the crazed gnome’s hand out of the fire, but as he approached, Garlson calmly lifted it and showed that, in fact, he was unscathed by the flames. Unbelieving, Bek gently took the gnome’s hand in his own and examined it. After a few moments, he let Garlson’s hand go, shaking his head.

“If I hadn’t seen it with me own eyes… Do ye think it’s strong enough to stop the worm’s breath?” Bek’s face was alight with hopeful enthusiasm. 

But Garlson couldn’t bring himself to share in Bek’s optimism. “The best answer I can give is ‘I’m not sure.’ I have never heard of anything stopping a large dragon’s breath, but I also have never seen a ring the likes of this one before…”

“Let’s just hope we don’ ever have to try the durned thing out,” Pel said angrily, pushing the two to get moving. “All I know is that with all the noise we just made, any monster around here is gonna come runnin’!!” 

“What are ye worried ‘bout?” Mek retorted, oblivious to the priest’s discomfort with himself “We all saw that yerself can hold yer own!”

Bek shot his brother a murderous look. “Pel’s right. Gather yer stuff. We’re movin’ out.”

“I believe, as our leader, you should hold onto this,” Garlson told Bek, removing the ring and pushing it into the dwarf’s hand. Bek hesitated a moment, then silently nodded. 

Anvil and Mek moved quickly to finish searching the bodies, finding a few coins to add to their treasure, while Garlson restrung his crossbow and retrieved what bolts he could. Within a few minutes, the group was ready to press on. Mek and Garlson took up their positions at the front and Anvil brought up the rear, but Pel moved up to walk next to Bek, and after a few uncomfortable minutes, began to speak.

“How do ye do it, Bek?” he asked in a voice full of emotion. “How do ye live with yerself after killin’? I know the evil thing would have killed me if I didn’t fight, but it don’t make me feel any better… Makes me feel like I’m betrayin’ ever’thing I believed in!”

Bek tried to be understanding to the distraught priest but, in truth, he believed that killing the orcs was Moradin’s will. “Why do you think you should spare the lives of things that would gladly kill me, yerself, or any dwarf they come across? Or is it killin’ in general that turns yer stomach?”

What gives me the right to kill anything?” Pel retorted. “Do ye think me better than any other livin’ thing?”

“O’ course I do, ye fool dwarf!! An’ you should, too! If Moradin didn’t think ye special, does ye think ye’d be able to heal us? Or carry that staff? Yer a good dwarf, Pel. If ye weren’t, ye can bet ye’d not be on this quest. What better way to live by Moradin’s teachin’ than to save yer whole clan?? An’ if ye have to kill a few dirty orcs along the way, I say, all the better!!”

“I get what yer sayin’, but…” Pel began, but Bek abruptly cut him off.

“But what?!? Are ye a dwarf, or no? Do ye think I’d be proud of ye if ye weren’t bein’ a good priest of Moradin, or would I be kickin’ yer arse? If ye don’t trust yerself, trust me; yer doin’ the right thing!”

“I don’ know…” Pel said, but Bek could see a measure of relief on his fellow priest’s face. He clapped Pel on the back.

“Ye’ll be fine. Just defend yerself an’ yer friends. That’s all we could ask of ye.”

Put in that perspective, Pel found he could reconcile himself to what had happened, for the most part, at least. What could be nobler than to protect your friends and family? Still, he preferred to think about the quest in terms of destroying the bowl, rather than killing anything.

In the back of his mind, he knew the killing had not ended.
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“Shouldn’t be too long before we get to the old outpost,” Mek called back to the group. They had been hiking for many hours without seeing or hearing anything but the bare, stone walls and the echo of their boots on the hard ground. In response to Mek’s claim, the third such claim in the last two hours, Anvil grumbled under his breath and Garlson snorted in sarcastic laughter. The passageway continued downward, deeper under the mountain, and as the passageway became more roughly hewn, fatigued legs stumbled over unseen rocks. The party had not stopped for any rest since before the fight with the orc war band, which was many hours and many miles ago. 

The only brief respite came when the adventurers approached a sharp turn or intersection. When this happened, the group waited while Garlson crept ahead to make sure that it was safe to continue. After many of these checks, the party almost looked forward to the bit of rest these checks provided. When Mek’s arm shot up, fist clenched, indicating another bend in the passageway, there was a sigh of relief.

“I’ll go check it out,” Garlson said, as cheerily as ever, and crept up to the bend. After quickly peeking around the corner and pulling his head back, he looked back to Mek, gave a ‘thumbs-up’ and disappeared into the unseen corridor. In less than a minute, far less time than was normal for these checks, the gnome came walking back with his shoulders slumped.

“The passage ends just a short distance up. We’ll have to backtrack and find another way.”

“Can’t be!” Mek protested. “I looked at the Bronzefist’s map, an’ this is the way!” 

“Looks like ye’ve been lost the whole time, eh brother?” Bek chided. 

“No way! An’ I’ll prove it! C’mon, I’ll show the lot of ye I’m right!!” With that, the flustered dwarf stomped off around the corner, and his companions hurried to catch up. Sure enough, after about 100 yards, they came up to a dark wall. Ignoring the laughter of his friends, Mek went up to the wall, which was rounded like the side of a partially covered globe. Upon closer inspection, he noticed that the wall had strange things growing out of it, almost like hairs. An uneasy feeling grew in the pit of his stomach, and he backed slowly away, waiving his arm behind him to quiet his garrulous friends. Pel was the first to notice Mek’s unease, and he tried to hush the rest, grabbing his staff in both hands. A deep rumbling could be heard, and the two who were paying attention could see the wall begin to move.  Mek’s shout of alarm stopped the laughter, but Pel was the only one prepared to defend himself when the “wall” revealed itself to be something else entirely. 

The beast that blocked the entire passageway was immensely powerful and hideously ugly. It was a rusty red color and its body appeared to be armor coated and hard as stone. It’s head looked like a giant beetle and its mouth was a giant set of pincers. It had two sets of eyes. One set was multifaceted like an insect and the other were much smaller, and had irises like a cats. Its arms were long and muscular, and they ended in sharp talons. It had short, powerful legs to support its considerable weight, and the ground seemed to tremble as it moved forward. 

“Umber Hulk!!” Mek cried, and the creature whipped his head towards the sound.  

 It roared in fury and swung one of its long arms at Mek. The sturdy dwarf held up his shield to accept the blow, but was no match for the immense power of the beast. He found himself flying through the air, and he clamped his eyes shut, steeling himself against the impact as he smashed into the wall of the passageway. He landed in a heap at the base of the wall, his body aching and his head reeling. 

“NO!!!” Pel cried, and, before he realized what he was doing, he pushed the head of his staff against the stone wall. Instantly, the stone obeyed his command, and the corridor seemed to shrink around the angry beast, crushing its arms to its side, and pushing it down into a crouching position. The umber hulk shrieked in rage and struggled mightily, only to be held firm by the stone. 

Bek helped his stunned brother to his feet, and reset his helm atop his head, who mumbled his appreciation and clung to his brother’s arm for support as they made their way towards the rest of the group.  Bek was about to congratulate his fellow priest on his divine powers when a great rending sound echoed from behind them. They turned to see the umber hulk using its claws to tear away the rock in order to free itself. Garlson fired his crossbow at the beast, hoping to injure it before it could fully free itself, but the bolt clattered harmlessly off its tough hide. Seeing what had happened to Mek, the Anvil didn’t bother with his shield and sword, instead rushing at the partially freed monster and smashing it in the chest with all of his considerable might. There was a sharp cracking sound, and the umber hulk bellowed in pain, with one claw clutching at its damaged torso and the other swiping at the big dwarf. Bek broke free from his brother and charged to help Anvil raining blow after blow on the injured beast until he noticed that his burly companion was no longer swinging his maul. He looked to find the Anvil staring blankly up at the big beast, a stupefied look on his face. The momentary distraction cost Bek, as the beast flailed at him with his claws, raking across his arm and driving him to the ground. But Bek wasn’t what the umber hulk was after. It picked up the unresisting Anvil and brought him up to its hideous face where its mandibles were clicking in anticipation. 

Pel and Garlson were yelling at the Anvil trying to rouse him from his stupor and, in desperation, Garlson plucked his club from his belt and threw it at his friend. It caught the big dwarf squarely in the back, not doing any real damage, but plenty of force to break him free from his reverie. He shook his head to clear it, and then gasped as he found himself looking into the maw of the beast. He had dropped his maul when he had fallen into the trance, and had no weapon in hand to defend himself. The umber hulk’s claws were clamped about his waist, preventing him from drawing his sword and his shield was still strapped on his back. The only weapon he had available was his helm. He yanked the unwieldy steel from his head and swung the anvil mounted on top just as the great jaws of the beast began to clamp shut. With a resounding crack, one mandible was torn free from the umber hulk’s jaw, and the Anvil was unceremoniously dropped to the floor, where he tumbled away from the enraged animal so he could get his shield on and draw his sword. He drew up next to Bek, who had regained his feet, but was bleeding from a deep cut on his face. They both were panting heavily, both from the exertion and fear. Mek staggered to join them with legs still a bit unsteady. If this is me brothers last stand, he thought grimly, at least meself will be with him. The trio formed up their familiar shield wall, and waited for the beast.

The umber hulk, its jaw ruined, was consumed with fury, but its pain made it hesitate. Never before had it been injured so terribly and part of the beast wanted nothing more to do with the horrible dwarves. But it had always been the strongest, and its tiny brain could not comprehend being defeated by the puny creatures before it. It stomped toward the dwarves, thinking to crush them under its considerable bulk. 

The dwarves saw the umber hulk’s intention, and prepared to strike one last time, hoping to kill the beast before they were crushed under its immense weight. But before the monster could complete its charge, there was a loud cry of challenge from the hallway past the umber hulk. Unthinking, the big animal stopped its charge towards the dwarves and began to turn towards the new threat. Before it could turn, it shuddered violently, and a great spear burst forth from its armored chest. The umber hulk stood as still as a statue for a moment before crashing sideways to the ground with a great crash, where it lay still with black ichor flowing from the gaping wound in its chest. 

The stunned dwarves peered past the prone beast to find a large figure standing tall in the passageway. In one hand it held the great spear it had used to kill the umber hulk, and the other hand was clenched in a gesture of triumph. It stood in place for a moment, and then strode confidently towards the bewildered group. As it approached, it became obvious this was a human wearing the armor of a great warrior. He was big even for a human, standing well over six feet tall, and as heavily muscled as the Anvil. His long, raven-black hair hung about his broad shoulders as he did not wear a helm, but his body was covered with a fine coat of plate mail, enameled a deep burgundy. He wore excellent leather gloves and boots, and about his neck was a thick necklace of gold rope with a pendant dangling from it. 

But most impressive was the spear. Its shaft was intricately carved and had precious gems embedded in it. The blade was large and leaf-shaped, and one could tell its edge was exceedingly keen. In the right hands, this weapon would be devastating and, by all they could tell, it was in the right hands. Having just finished a fight, the dwarves were not in ant mood to fight more, but they raised their shields, and Bek could hear the familiar click of Garlson cocking his crossbow. The human saw their wariness and held up his hand in a gesture of peace. 

“Fine work you did, setting that beast up for me to kill it! Well Done!!” His voice was deep and gravelly, but it cracked occasionally, belying the human’s lack of years. “I am Gerald, “ he continued proudly, “Protector of the village of Greenwood, and Slayer of the Great Dragon!!” He had obviously been practicing his self-introduction for quite a time, and it was difficult not to snicker at the brash youth, regardless of the umber hulk he had just finished off. 

Bek was the first to regain his composure and find his manners. “Well met, Gerald of Greenwood. Our thanks for yer help with the umber hulk. Couldn’t have slain it without ye.” He bowed low, and the rest of the party followed suit. Gerald beamed with pride and waited for the dwarf to continue. The few moments of silence gave Bek the time to take a closer look at their new acquaintance. What had appeared to be expensive armor was actually older armor that had been painted then oiled to prevent rust. The clothes underneath it appeared to be well worn, as were his boots. But the spear remained an amazing piece of weaponry. The big man was neither handsome nor ugly. He had a strong jaw and deep-set eyes below a heavy brow, giving a look of perpetual anger that his actions did not support. His skin was sallow, but he looked quite healthy, and his smile seemed genuine.

Gerald began to feel uncomfortable under Bek’s scrutinizing gaze, and he shifted uncomfortably. “I didn’t get your names,” he said, nervously trying to prompt further conversation.

“I am Bek Orccrusher, an’ this is me brother Mek.” Mek grinned and nodded. “The big one is called the Anvil and the one with the staff is Pelwin Broadaxe, but we just call him Pel.”

“And I am Garlson, a gnome of little importance but great enthusiasm at our meeting!” Garlson enthused as he walked forward to shake the big man’s hand vigorously. “We must know how you came to be in such a fortuitous location at such an opportune time!”

“Not the way I would’ve asked, but…. How did you end up here?” 

“I’d be glad to tell you but before I do, you might want to tend to your wounds.”

Bek had momentarily forgotten that the umber hulk’s claws had raked him, and he tentatively raised his hand to his face. When he looked at his hand, he found the glove he wore had a good bit of blood on it. Before he could call for him, Pel appeared at his side, examining the wound.

“I’ve seen worse,” Pel told Bek reassuringly, but his look of concern made Bek believe that it was probably pretty bad. 

“Can ye patch me up?”

“That I can, but we’ll be able to tell ye from yer brother from now on, that’s fer certain. Now be still, so I can fix yer face.” Pel began the familiar chant, and Bek felt soothing warmth course though his body. His eyes fell shut as he basked in contentment, the pain in his face fading away. After a few blissful moments, Bek opened his eyes to find Pel staring intently back at him.

“How do ye feel?” Pel asked expectantly.

“Much better than me face looks, to be sure,” Bek joked back. “Does the scar give me character?”

“See for yourself,” Garlson said, producing a small mirror. Bek found he was a bit nervous to see how bad his face was and hesitated a moment.

“Well, no time like the present,” he said with an uneasy sigh. He took the mirror from Garlson and slowly brought it up to his face. An angry pink scar wound a jagged path just above his right eye down his face to disappear in his beard. It gave him a fearsome look, to be sure, and he grinned despite the lingering pain that action brought.

“It’ll fade,” Pel told him, “in time.”

“Something to scare the little ones back home,” Mek added pleasantly.

“And where is ‘home?’” Gerald asked, causing the group to turn back towards the newcomer. 

Garlson answered quickly to mask the grumbles of distrust from his friends. “I believe you were asked some questions first, my good man. And I am sure it is a tale worthy of the greatest bards in the North!!” Gerald smiled broadly at the gnome’s flowery speech, and the dwarves found themselves interested in the strange man’s story despite their distrust of him.

Pel, ever the practical one, put a temporary stop to any story telling. “I don’t think this is the best place for hearin’ yer tale. We need to find a place to rest a bit.”

“He’s right,” Anvil agreed, looking suspiciously at the umber hulk. “ The further away from that thing, the better.”

Amidst murmured agreements, Bek spoke to Gerald. “Is there any safe place to get some rest the way you came? We’ve been traveling for a while without a break.”

Gerald shook his head. “Not too far from here, actually. There’s a small cave off the main passage. That’s where I spent last night. At least I think it was night. It’s kind of hard to tell down here, ya know?”

“You humans are so worried about when the sun is up,” Mek groaned in mock exasperation. “Sleep when yer tired. How hard is that??”

The big human laughed at Mek’s jibe, surprising the group. “Lead the way,” Mek chuckled, gesturing for Gerald to take his position at the front of the group, which he did without hesitation. Garlson scurried up to join him, allowing Mek to drift back next to his brother. Pel and the Anvil had their familiar positions at the rear of the caravan.

“What do ye think?” Mek muttered under his breath, being careful not to talk loud enough for Gerald to overhear.

“He saved our skin, that’s fer sure. But I’m not fer trustin’ him just yet. Keep yer eyes on him.” 

Mek nodded his agreement, although he considered the young man harmless enough and, in fact, he found that he liked his good sense of humor. “We could use his spear if we ever find the worm…”

Bek cut his brother off with an angry whisper. “Ye’ll not be tellin’ him about what we’re doin’, ye hear me! I want ta know why he’s wanderin’ about by himself, an’ how he’s survived!!”

Properly chastised by his brother, Mek lapsed into silence. He’s got a point, he thought to himself. How has he survived out here alone? 
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