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    All futures are forgotten 
 
    pasts are unrecalled, 
 
    the Veil  is now a mirror- 
 
    shadows speak 
 
    of dying gods. 
 
    Fields of battle in array, 
 
    the eye is all that sees, 
 
    omens dark, 
 
    what comes unknown, 
 
    this war between the trees. 
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    Rangers spend most of their time in hostile and 
 
    alien environments. They are unrewarded guard- 
 
    ians over civilizations that shun them as outcasts 
 
    ...people who never realize the evils that lurk just 
 
                                           beyond their borders. 
 
      
 
    Cavin Knightshade, First 
 
    Ranger of Borderealm 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dimwood Forest 
 
         I never made it to Talan Dathar. 
 
         The legendary ruins of this seemingly dateless city would need wait another day.  Or never. Cavin had told me much about the mysterious city of half-buried buildings of an elder age, so I was in no hurry to investigate them. 
 
         I jerked the reins and my beast responded, her ribs between my thighs expanding as she drew breath.  Branches whipped coursely across my face and I cursed Cavin.  He is the reason I now fly eighty feet above the shadowy dirt of Dimwood moving eastward through gnarled branches of three and four thousand year old cedars.  I blast through an insect swarm spitting the things from my mouth while gripping the saddle horn as my panicking mountaindrake weaves through the trees. 
 
         Branches and foliage pass by my face four times faster than a galloping steed.  Noticing the sparse light creeping through the thick canopy of greenery above it is easy to understand why this old forest has always been called Dimwood.  My winged mount whirls around a gigantic vine-strangled tree and looks back to blink a fearful eye at me just as we dip and my stomach feels afloat.  Dipping suddenly under a twisting branch her wings reach upward and pull back with a tremendous heave.  We soar underneath the ancient canopy as colorful birds explode in several directions trying to flee.  I look down behind us.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                
 
         Clawing up the dark soil in pursuit were two lightning quick reptillian things with riders on their backs.  Their tails swung back and forth, the two orcs astride them grinning up at me as they held on.  Those two did not worry my mount and I. 
 
         Somewhere behind us and darting like a demon through the woods was a slender, black-skinned goblinoid thing with leathery wings and a long spear.  My drake was terrified of the winged goblin and was nearly breathless in her flight.  Very soon I would have to land her. 
 
         As twigs jabbed my face and scratched across my hands and arms I could hear the leathery-skinned orcs yelling in their hideous monosyllabic speech.  The wings of my drake were not pulling as high any more.  She was tiring.  Spotting a massive bough ahead I steered her down to a mere thirty feet off the ground.  Circling the gigantic tree we landed out of the reach of the orc riders.  I now faced the direction from which we had fled, drawing an arrow from a saddle quiver. 
 
         The bulk of my drake shuddered instinctively and tensed, flattening against the ancient bark of the enormous tree we stood upon . I knew she sensed the approach of the flying goblin . From out of the shadowed greenery the inky-dark form of the winged pursuer emerged with a vile scream.  As it advanced with a snarl I loosed the arrow and ducked into the folded wing of my steed as the goblin balled up, wings enwrapping it before plunging into the brush below.  It quietly thudded into the packed earth. 
 
         I shouldered my bow and studied the thing from the safety of the tree.  I had never seen a winged goblin, nor any goblinoid creature of this species.  It writhed in agony about sixty feet from the base of  our tree.  Its wings were tipped in red but were otherwise black.  It had slender long fingers wrapped around the shaft of my poisonwood arrow.  Yellow eyes glared balefully up at me. 
 
         The orcs too had seen this and had turned their extraordinarily fast lizard steeds.  Our brief landing in the tree had caught them off guard.  I pulled out three more splintershaft arrows.  The poisonwood would ensure they would not return to tell any tales.  These dangerous arrows were carved from the bodies of vicious dendrite tree-beasts that were sometimes caught by the elves in Everleaf.  Though rare I risked them . I must live to report what I have seen. 
 
         As they neared an arrow tore through the face of a snarling orc who had just looked upward at me.  A second arrow followed quickly sinking deep into the upper left shoulder of his companion.  He screamed just as a third arrow impaled his left hand and penetrated into the back of the large lizard's neck.  The reptillian mount squawked and lunged blindly through the dark underbrush almost faster than I could blink.  The other lizard followed, riderless.  The dead orc was motionless near the foot of the tree.  In a few moments the other steed and rider would die from the poison no matter how far they got. 
 
         Descending to the forest floor I inspected the dead orc, my arrow sticking out its face.  It had a large, mottled  horn protruding from the center of its back that pointed upward, attached to its crooked spine.  The point of the horn was almost level with the top of its head.  A hornback orc. 
 
    Though I had never laid eyes on one, it was known to me from stories that it was not a surface-dwelling breed.  Nor were their fast mounts familiar to me.  They too must be from the underworld. 
 
         Turning, I looked back at the dying goblinoid soldier lying prone in the fallen pine sheddings wrapped in its thin, sickly wings.  It glared back.  Dull embers were its eyes.  A noise drew my attention and I looked to see the other reptillian mount I had not killed.  It was calm, eyeing me warily and looking at the dead orc.  
 
         Only a beast, I thought.  Knowing my own dumb animal was hungry I slew the vile thing with two fire-hardened birch arrows and let her feed.  As she fed tearing flesh and smacking wetly I surveyed the massive trees, keeping an eye on the fatally injured goblin.  A strong sensation of being watched touched me but I did not feel threatened.  I know this wood was full of life.  Somewhere hidden from my sight I was watched.  Probably faeries.  A dozen thoughts assailed my mind chased by a score of questions. 
 
         What in the devils is going on? 
 
         Cavin Knightshade was the First Ranger.  His assignment had been way out here west of Borderealm in the unruly, uncharted regions of Dimwood...far western Dagothar.  Cavin is a veteran, of noble Poltyrian blood.  The only true Poltyrian I know.  Others from Poltyria who live in Arborealm are exiles. 
 
         I am Caerean, my people inhabiting the great forest of Arborealm.  We are a collection of small woodland communities but we are the direct descendants of the once-mighty Caedorians native to Borderealm. Though I have never been to the vast empire of Poltyria in the far east across the Drakeroost Mountains, Cavin has filled my head with stories and descriptions of its cities and people.  But that is Cavin's life, not mine. 
 
         It is to be admitted that of all the rangers of Borderealm, Cavin is indeed the most prestigious, the most knowledgeable and experienced.  Some say he was supposed to be a scholar.  He is widely venerated for his contributions and feats.  But he is best known for his sword.  The Knightshade clan of Castle Demarsculd in Poltyria are lower nobility but they possess a family heirloom, an artifact of potent power in the form of a shimmering longsword called Mageslayer.  
 
         The history of that blade is rife with stories of fallen wizards and darkly enchanted beings that walk the world no more.  The Knightshade men are proven swordsman. 
 
         Cavin Knightshade does not simply disappear. 
 
         My drake tore flesh from the dead lizard with abandon as my mind played back the images I had seen not an hour ago.  Flying over the shadows of Dimwood above the spiralling butterflies I had flown across a straight line in the forest of downed trees that were being stripped of branches and stacked like walls along either side of the cleared-out road.  There was no doubt about fifteen thousand orcs south of Lake Mir Dol'hinnon cutting a massive road through the forest. 
 
         But there were more than orcs.  I saw peculiar goblins and tiny, halfling-sized engineers wearing large, flattened metal helmets.  There were ogres of immense size with horns sticking upward from their brows.  These ogres were not known to me, all having one single large horn and much bigger than the ogres of our haunts.  I stared blankly at the moss on the old bark as my mind drifted back to the hideous four-armed black elven things and the most horrific creatures I have ever witnessed.  
 
         They were the size of bulls, had scaly dull hide and what looked like patches of scraggly reddish hair and six muscular legs ending with long talons.  I could see no necks but their wide  mouths were full of teeth.  These abominations were without riders, having no harnesses, but they seemed to yeild to the will of the four-armed dark elves.  This was no question an invasion force, or a part of one.  Not from these lands.  The underworld.  I had flown over them and was instantly pursued.  
 
         Before fleeing my eyes had fallen upon the most disturbing sight of all.  A ghastly vision lingering at the edge of my mind like something I was supposed to remember, a dream that was actually the reality of another time...some other place.  
 
         Sitting on the back of a gigantic armored spidery monster was a huge single-horned ogre wearing the hide of some underworld beast.  It supervised the labor, and blackish elves having too many arms seemed to report to him and carry out orders.   
 
         He looked up at me and I saw the face of death. 
 
         Their work was progressing as their wide road cut the forest in half.  This was no ordinary ogre.  Today was no ordinary day.  That Cavin was missing made it all the more unusual. 
 
         A soft gasp caught my attention and I turned to see that the winged goblin had expired.  My drake mare noticed it too and stopped chewing, blinked and then continued lazily.  Out of habit I quickly surveyed the dimly lit forest floor and then scanned the upper branches high above.  This was a very old forest.  There were no human settlements for hundreds of miles.  Most believe Dimwood to be a myth. 
 
         My name is Josiah Arrowloft and I am a Borderealm ranger.  As a Caerean I have the pale green eyes charactoristic of my people.  Though I am not a citizen of Poltyria and have little love for its people, I report important tidings by pigeon to the King's Minister of the Outlands.  A faceless man I have never met and never will.  
 
         Borderealm is a wild place, untamed by men, forgotten frontiers inhabited by many races and species.  Lands and beings most Poltyrians refuse to believe exist.  We Caereans are few in number compared to so great an empire-woodsmen, carvers, carpenters, loggers, rivermen, trackers and guides, gypsies and explorers and our women are known far and wide for their embroidery.  Caerean garments, drapery and tapestries are treasured in all markets, merchant guilds and even palaces.  We Caereans honor no kings.  Our rulers are bards, prophets and rangers.  Descendants of bowmaster Caedorians, we are a proud people, and I am the last descendant of the House of Arrowloft.  Like a nymph whose soul is entwined with her lake, we too are protectors of these lands our predecessors roamed.  For this we few Caerean rangers are respected by the sylvan and dwarven races who ordinarily regard men with disdain and suspicion.  
 
         I had flown for a few weeks to get here after leaving last Conclave.  To me it was assigned to find our missing First Ranger but now Cavin Knightshade would have to wait.  Nor could I return home just yet.  An ogre on a giant spider brings an army from the underworld toward my homeland and there's something distant yet familiar to me about this development.  An elusive memory that laughs at my inability to catch it.   
 
         I let my drake rest, taking the time to adjust the straps on my double-quiver baldric.  My bow was a gift from the Aelvani wood elves of Everleaf.  Finely sculpted.  One of my quivers holds the poisonous splintershaft arrows and the other was full of flint, iron-tipped and some magical halo-burst arrows also given to me by the Aelvani.  Though I'd never used one I have seen the destruction they inflict.  Another quiver hangs from my drake's harness holding many obsidian-headed arrows with a couple more poisonwoods.  Also attached was my waraxe, forged by the dwarves of Emim'gard.  My favorite weapon is a bluesteel longknife with our Borderealm ranger insignia on the side of the shiny blade-an arrow encircled by seven stones on a shield. 
 
         Insects I could not see began chirping nearby and the distinct hooting of an owl broke the silence from the darkness in the branches above.  My drake blinked up at me but did not stop- chewing.  I listened to the forest begin to awaken again, satisfied that we were alone.  Many evil stories are told about this place.  The few elves and faeries of Everleaf that talk to me have warned me away from this wood.  They whisper of creatures and shadowy feylorn that have never been seen in Borderealm, some stories almost unbelievable.  Almost.  Unlike humans, exaggeration and lying are not faery traits.  
 
         Once finished with her meal, I mounted my mountaindrake as she raised up and stretched along the expansive bough of the giant tree.  Powerful muscles rippled from front to back of her flanks.  I looked around one last time.  The trees were heroic in size and I knew there were many things living high amid their branches.  I exhaled anxiously, knowing that I might have to return to this forsaken place.  
 
         Fifteen thousand orcs cutting down a road that pointed eastward toward my people's lands and neighbors.  What needs so large a road through this wood?  
 
         Don't misunderstand me.  I'm the one telling you what happened because I am one of the few who survived.  I'm just the voice telling someone else's tale. 
 
      
 
    Darkfrost Peaks...goblin domain of King Ugul 
 
         The second group of goblin envoys failed to return and King Ugul trembled. There would be no peaceful surrender nor an alliance. He stared hollow-eyed at his worried commanders. 
 
         Every castle and cavernhold in the southern mountains had fallen.  Survivors lucky to escape were already at Mount Zoab.  Those who had not made it were being rounded up by large orcs or eaten by the hideous six-legged beasts from the underworld.  Far away the black smoke of burnt fortresses could be clearly seen despite the distance.  As the sun lowered over the western edge of Darkfrost the king could see the yellow of the fires that still burned.  Heavy footsteps and ragged breathing was heard just before a thin goblin messenger stumbled into the chamber of the upper tower protruding from the side of the mountain. 
 
         "They begin their attack!" 
 
         King Ugul and the commanders stepped out onto the balcony and looked down in dismay. Below them was a court full of armored goblins protected inside a walled enclosure outside of the mountain.  The court was protected by an outergate fortress.  They watched on fearfully as four huge dusk giants from Hollowrealm in the Deep wearing thick boneplate armor pushed a long, iron-capped battleram toward the gates.  The ram was faced with the horrible visage of a wrinkled, laughing ogre.  
 
         With little effort the ram of the giants pushed through the gates, splintering the wood and fracturing to pieces the granite doors beyond.  King Ugul watched as all around him from windows, balconies, terraces below, beside and above him rained a storm of rocks, spears and arrows upon the giants.  From cave recesses and ledges hundreds dropped, shot or aimed their weapons at the hunkering dusk giants, who cast aside their battleram once the outergate entrance was ruined.  Under the rain of rocks, arrows and spears they retreated. 
 
         The blood drained from King Ugul's face at the sight of so organized an assault.  Rows of hornback orcs in heavy armor with spears, shields and axes.  Great battleworn ogres and unusual goblins were arranged in archer brigades.  In the smoke-filled sky over the conflict flew alien bat-dragonoid things with four-armed dark elves on their backs.  Also darted about winged goblins with hooked spears never before seen in Darkfrost. 
 
         King Ugul had known nothing but horde warfare.  The discipline of the underworld army astonished he and his commanders.  Among the multitudes of the enemy were black robed sorcerer elves and draconian warlocks.  The cavalry of the underworlders were of breathlessly fast reptiles and hulking hammertaurs with orc riders surrounding the mountain and concentrated in it its passes.  On a knoll at the base of the mountain a huge single-horned ogre sat astride a monster with many long, thin legs just watching.  Behind this fiersome leader and appearing as if they would not be joining the attackers were rows upon rows of thousands of warrior orcs, more dusk giants, titan ogres, goblin archer brigades, siege engine brigades, dark elves, wizards, mageguards and a howling herd of six-legged monsters. 
 
         They were going to die. 
 
         General Hagim surveyed the scene aware that the Taran Warlord was watching closely.  He pulled a black veil back over his helm.  The cloths had been issued to the entire army when they had ascended through the funnelweb caves upon entering the surface world.  The cloth was used to shield their eyes when the burning disk ruled the sky.  With the burning disk now hiding beyond the mountains the orcs began removing their veils.  
 
         With the granite portals now knocked apart the terrified goblins inside the court began spilling out of the fortress to oppose the attackers, more and more appearing from the mountain pressing those ahead of them forward.  They brandished spears, maces, axes and crudely shaped forged swords.  Over a thousand ran out of the mountain to join the defensive press.  The underworld general watched on dispassionately.  Hagim was a hornhulk, about half the weight of an ogre and much larger than the normal hornback orcs known as bloodborns.  All of them had the bone horn emerging from their spines to the back of their heads so charactoristic of the hornback species.  
 
         Standing motionless beside the general was an Aelvatchi headhunter, a four-armed dark elf  of Sarthaldon in the Deep.  They were silent, highly trained warriors, assassins and military strategists.  The elf had coal black eyes, two thin daggers and two wickedly curved scimitars.  All the four-armed headhunters wore darkjade armor found only in the mines of Hollowrealm.  
 
         "Send in the umberslogs," General Hagim commanded.  
 
         The blackish elf turned and nodded at other headhunters standing near to the herd of slogs. They hissed at the ravenous beasts pointing forward and the entire herd of unholy animals lunged forth like hellish bulls stampeding into the advancing goblins.  
 
         The goblin defenders did not remain quiet for long, spellbound by terror and disbelief.  Their panicking shrieks echoed off of the stony landscape but were drowned out by the infernal roaring of the six-legged creatures as they tore through the crowds of screaming goblins, chewing on limbs, crunching bones, rending armor, snapping weapons in their jaws, slashing apart flesh, stampeding over writhing bodies, piercing helms and crushing the skulls inside them.  With bloodied talons they cleaved paths into the goblin press.  Some slogs stood on their back legs and sliced their victims with four powerful limbs ending in razorlike talons.  They trampled over the dead and dying violently charging forward into the outergate foretress as mortified goblins in the mountain struggled to close the inner stone doors, fighting against pleading goblins trying to get back in.  
 
         King Ugul leaned over the balcony and watched as the terrible beasts closed in on the mountain entrance.  Panicking goblins attempting to force their way back in were suddenly stilled...frozen in time.  The portals were still open, crammed with goblins now as solid as stone. A sulferous cold wafted about and other goblins falling back to the portals knocked over a goblin that fell and broke apart like a statue.  
 
         The sorcery froze the portals open with icy finger formations.  More goblins fell back and the high-pitched screaming intensified as the heavy slogs plunged into the portal entrance area breaking apart frozen statues of goblins.  Living goblins swung their weapons wildly trying to keep the beasts from devouring them but they were unsuccessful.  
 
         An umberslog plummetted through the portals breaking apart frozen rock and goblin pieces to fall upon terrified defenders inside the fortress.  King Ugul stood upright as fiery lances of searing pain ripped through his body as two daggers penetrated his back and right side.  He slumped to the floor unable to look his commanders in the eye.  For over a millennia it had been custom of the chieftains to slay the kings who failed to protect their domains.  The muffled screams of victims and roars of the six-legged animals echoed inside the mountain.  
 
         The goblin advance guard of the outergate citadel were in disarray with not even a hundred still left standing after the last of the herd of umberslogs charged straight through and over them in entering the mountain.  Many goblins remained on the ground writhing in agony or staring blankly into the smoky sky.  The majority of the fallen did not move at all.  The survivors still standing shook as ten menacing titan ogres all with single horns protruding from their foreheads approached them dragging long chains as goblin archers ran into position to cut them down if they resisted.   The Darkfrost goblins of the surface world had never seen goblins like those in the underworld army.  Opting for slavery over certain death they dropped their weapons and threw down their helmets allowing the enormous armored ogres to chain them neck to neck. 
 
         As the darkness returned General Hagim could see much clearer and he watched as the first thirty-five ranks of hornback orcs began storming the mountain.  Twenty-one hundred combat veterans.  As with the other legions under the Taran Warlord presently pouring over the mountainous regions of Darkfrost Peaks, he too had six thousand battle-hardened orcs under his command and about twenty-four hundred support troops of dusk giants, titan ogres all kin to the Warlord, goblin archers, cavalries of the speedy basilaks and hammertaurs that use their boneplate heads to ram their adversaries.  Also under his command was an air cavalry of pteragaunts, the winged goblins that were led by the fearful Aelvatchi headhunters flying astride their wingmordh steeds.  Accompanying each legion were Aelvatchi dark elven warlocks from the underworld city of Sarthaldon and the snakelike draconian warsorcers who served as mercenaries in Hollowrealm widely sought after for their infamous warcraft.  The seige engine brigades were operated by the pagai, or pigmy goblin engineers and their sapper imps. 
 
         But nothing, the general mused, was as deathly efficient as the umberslogs.  These creatures were unknown to the various races of the underworld.  Only the black elves knew anything about them.  In all of their campaigning with the Warlord in the caverns of the Deep they had never come across such vile beasts.  Only months ago at the outset of their journey to the surface world were the mysterious slogs added to their hosts.  
 
         Hours later trains of stupefied goblins chained on to another were marched out of the mountain.  The entire city of Mount Zoab was taken and left empty.  This campaign was not an occupation. 
 
         "Fire the lift, marshal." 
 
         Obeying the hornhulk general, the seige engine brigade marshal, a small pigmy goblin wearing a flat iron helm with eye holes, barked a gutteral order at the other pagai grouped around a lever attached to a scaffold contraption with high-tension springs holding a bladder.  A pigmy goblin reached up and hung from the lever, followed by two more.  When a forth joined them the lever yeilded to their combined weight.  The engine shuddered launching the bladder about three hundred feet into the air where it exploded.  Tens of thousands of eyes watched it shoot even higher out of the blast until it detonated into a plume of reddish light that reflected off the clouds. 
 
         Far away a lone headhunter upon a wingmordh saw the signal and took flight from a high cliff to relay the news.  Before the night was over General Hagim and Legion One would begin moving toward their next assignment.  
 
         The designs of the Taran Warlord had begun. 
 
      
 
    Darkfrost Peaks...Upper Mount Thokax 
 
         Mount Thokax is believed to be the largest and tallest mountain in all of Dagothar.  The cavern-filled mountain was now occupied by trollocks.  Though the outside keeps were guarded the trollocks performed no maintenance other than piling up large rocks to plug crumbling walls, doorless entrances or to seal off numerous caves. 
 
         Thokax was the ancestral home of the Nimbolc dwarves from distant times, the original race that all dwarven clans claim descent.  Upper Thokax is inhabited by the trollock civilization within the ancient dwarven cavern suburbs and abandoned mines, a nasty race born long ago when the hama'kin trolls took captive hundreds of orc females in some unrecorded war.  The trollocks were parasites, using only captured weapons and armor normally obtained from goblins, mountain orcs, ogres, plundered tombs.  Many weilded the simplest clubs or spears they could fashion.  Though lazy and unintelligent the trollocks were not stupid. 
 
         None dared venture into Lower Mount Thokax.  Things dwelt amidst the deeper Nimbolc ruins.  Legends afar still claimed that Lower Thokax was haunted. 
 
         General Zulrig of Legion Two stood upon the observation platform raised by the pigmy goblin engineers.  
 
         "Go in and exterminate the trolls. They cannot serve our ends," he commanded the black elf headhunter.  The Aelvatchi lowered his visor and raised four scimitars into the air with his four arms.  Lowering the two blades on the right and pointing forward, two hornback captains blew their horns.  Two companies of armored underworld orcs marched into the crumbling citadel and into the mountain.  The elf signalled that companies three and four were to fall in behind them.  
 
         Zulrig was a bloodborn orc, the smaller species of hornback but what he lacked in size he made up for in brutality.  His assignment was to secure Mount Thokax and locate the old abandoned undervein highways, a network of underground corridors that connected all of the former dwarf strongholds.  Somehow the Warlord knew that the undervein system had fallen into disuse and was largely forgotten.  A forward scout, fresh blood spatter painting his armor, approached. 
 
         "There are prisoners, sir, er, uh, slaves.  About six hundred goblins, a few ogres and a score of humans."  General Zulrig's head jerked at hearing this. 
 
         "Men?" 
 
         "Oh, not Barad-ai, sir!", replied the orc quickly, referring to the dreaded Deep Men of Hollowrealm, a race of underworld humans hated by all.  The scourge of Hollowrealm.  
 
         "These be a wild sort, surface-dwelling kind...primitive." 
 
         General Zulrig pondered this news.  His briefing with the other generals  had disclosed that this region of the surface world harbored no humans. Men were not to be found for hundreds of miles to the east.  
 
         "Chain the slaves then."  
 
         As General Zulrig observed from his platform along the timberline of Mount Thokax he had to avert his eyes from the bright burning piles of trollocks that the titan ogres and dusk giants dragged out of the caves.  Many of the trolls faught to get out of the flames but were held down with long, fiery poles and spears.   One dusk giant banged large rocks against trollock heads before tossing them onto the flaming piles. These filthy creatures were despised even in the underworld and were very hard to kill because of their unique ability to regenerate lost or damaged tissue and bone.  
 
         In the night sky the general could clearly see the heavy wingmordhs carrying their Aelvatchi riders as they led the assault of the pteragaunts against those trolls that had climbed the mountain to escape and those few gathered at cave entrances higher above along the mountain face.  Deep inside Upper Thokax hundreds of umberslogs terrorized the trollocks.  In blind panic many of the trolls ran right into the ranks of blade-weilding orcs, ogres and giants.  
 
         Zulrig grinned wickedly.  The umberslogs were the vanguard in this war, the spearhead.  What perfect marauders!  Why did we not use these wonderful beasts in the Barad-ai Wars? Where did they come from?  Why is there such secrecy about them?  He had wanted to ask some of his dark elf subcommanders about the slogs but this required admitting his ignorance.  The hideous animals only obeyed the Aelvatchi, but as far as any other underworlders knew, the dark elves had never before had or used umberslogs.  The origin of the six-legged devourers was an enigma.  Where did they get them?  
 
         While musing over this a headhunter and another dark elf, a two-armed warlock, approached and stepped up to the platform.  Zulrig had not seen them appear and move toward his position. Suppressing his surprise and suspecting witchery he looked into the abyssal eyes of the dark elf mage.  
 
         "General, a couple slogs were put down by the trollocks and a third was lost to a troll giant. Two others ventured into Lower Thokax.  They have not returned."  
 
         "Then they are lost."  Both the orc general and the warlock knew of the cavernous ruins of Nimbolc far below.  The vast underground city's lowest areas were accessible from the underworld's highest cave systems and many were the tales of parties disappearing when nearing too close to Lower Thokax.  
 
         "What of the underveins?" 
 
         "They have been located, blocked off only by loose piles of boulders that are being removed even now." 
 
         "Good."  Zulrig turned and looked down the mountain at the scouts of the two legions hidden further down by the thick forest.  Legion Six was commanded by Bruik Caveraider, a minatrorc barbarian who had tamed the ferocious garbolg herd they brought with them.  Legion Seven was commanded by the Undyrchief of the Grimh.  The giant dwarves of Hollowrealm.  The Grimh were the only race not conquered by the Warlord.  They came as allies.  These two hidden legions were the only ones not made up of hornback orcs and they had been given a very different assignment.  They would be advancing upon the enemy from below, travelling through the long abandoned undervein highways. 
 
         "Convey the order to withdraw.  No need pursueing the trollocks.  Those remaining cannot hinder legions six and seven.  Provide the Undyrchief and General Caveraider escorts to the underveins.  We shall camp and rest.  We will march under the burning disk."  
 
         "As you command," the warlock answered, then hesitated. 
 
         "Have you more to report?" 
 
         "General, the giants are disturbed.  The slog-slayer, the troll giant, well, when it saw the dusk giants it offered to share the umberslog.  It did not act hostile but regarded the duskim as family though we know it could kill easily one or more of them..." 
 
         "What did they do?" 
 
         "They are talking to him now." 
 
         "They speak the same language?"  Zulrig did not hide his surprise.  
 
         "The dusk giants are bothered because the troll giant is kin to them, not fully troll, like the trollocks being part orc.  The duskim ask that you accept the troll giant into their ranks."  The dark elf paused as Zulrig thought over this.  The elf did not have to tell him that this could get messy if he ordered the giants to kill the troll giant.  Or put him in chains.  Zulrig thought about the addition of this mighty beast to his legion.  Perhaps the Warlord will be pleased. 
 
         "Grant this for now but tell them the matter has been put to the Warlord.  I will not face the Enforcer should this be a mistake."  The black elf nodded and he with the headhunter departed in a wisp of dark smoke.  The Warlord was feared and respected by all but everyone was terrified of the Enforcer.  
 
         Zulrig nodded to the pigmy goblin looking up at him and then he watched as the pagai launched the signal bladder high into the sky. 
 
      
 
    Darkfrost Peaks...Shadevale Forest 
 
         Over a thousand hornback orcs fell back into a noisy retreat.  They appeared like so many bugs passing through the colossal, wizened bristlecone pines at the edge of the valley's expansive entrance.  Beneath their feet the ground shook.  The valley trembled with the oncoming of enemy giants.  The orcs fled in a very real panic as twenty-three timber giants rounded the bend and laid eyes on them.  Seeing their quarry the timber giants roared and gnashed their teeth. 
 
         The bronze-skinned gigantic men wore woven tunics and some carried young trees carved into massive spears.  The second largest was about twenty-two feet tall and appeared to be their leader.  He weilded a massive flint axe.  It was larger than the biggest orc.  The brown eyes and combed hair of the timber giants conveyed neatness and intelligence.  But at that moment they were anything but civilized.  
 
         And they were in trouble. 
 
         The orcs had raided an outlying meadow assaulting a giantess at a mill.  She screamed and the giants chased the orcs straight into a carefully laid ambush.  At the blast of a signal horn dozens of pigmy goblin engineers waited excitedly as the hornback orcs got out of the way and took up position behind a mass of rank and file orcs in armor.  All at once four and five pagai leapt up to pull down the levers to their engines with their combined weight as ogres did the same with a single immense hand.  The constructions shuddered and released their iron spears, sharpened rocks and circular sawblades at the onrushing giants. 
 
         Just as the first timber giants realized their danger dark shadows from the sky fell among them.  Aelvatchi headhunters on wingmordhs led an aerial assault of hundreds of pteragaunts, a living cloud that issued death from above.  
 
         Iron spears impaled giants in the chest, neck, thighs and one doubled over with a spear in his stomach.  Two giants fell dead instantly from a iron bar thrust through the face and a perfect shot through the heart.  Giants crumpled to the ground transfixed with the blackened iron.  A giant sat down with a confused expression painting his face, half his head crushed in from the impact of a granite cube with sharpened corners.  Another giant fell backward, shock and terror paralyzed across his face with a jagged-edged sawblade protruding from his chest.  A rain of purple-tipped metal headed arrows and spear tips fell upon them sinking deep into necks, shoulders and arms. One giant's right foot was impaled by a javalin to the ground.  He bellowed and swung at a passing wingmordh knocking a headhunter far into the trees.  Overwhelmed by the violence of the sudden assault the giants bellowed loudly raising birds from their branches even thousands of feet away.  As the valley filled with their cries the pagai quickly reloaded their contraptions and engines were reset. 
 
         The largest giant jumped high into the air stunning the underworlders with the feat.  He snatched a wingmordh out of the air as it tried to evade, ripping the shrieking creature in half before his feet touched back on the ground.  The Aelvatchi headhunter slashed at him with three scimitars but the raging giant grabbed him tightly and bit off the dark elf's head.  The headhunter's headless carcass crashed into a seige engine being reloaded.  As soon as the giant stood back upon the valley floor a hammertaur with rider leapt into the air impacting against the giant's stomach knocking the wind out of him.  Unable to breath, the giant still caught the wriggling hammertaur and held it fast crushing the animal and orc to death.  
 
         Sensing the giant's inability to put up much fight over sixty orcs brought him down with their spears and hacking, though they lost several of their own.  
 
         A giant picked up a sharp-edged battle cube of granite and threw it back at a group of pagai aiming another machine.  The boulder hit the construction imploding it in splinters as pygmy goblin engineers were scattered in scrapes and bruises.  A headhunter launched himself like a four-armed missile from off a passing wingmordh and landed on the giant's shoulder.  Before the startled giant could swat him off the elf like a spider crawled rapidly across his trimmed beard onto his other shoulder, the giant's eyes following him as he moved across his field of vision. The giant roared and batted at the little dark elf but the nimble headhunter leapt away and disappeared into the battle as a burning pain spread across the giant's neck.  Hot agony seized the timber giant's throat as it fell to its knees in disbelief, blood draining onto the ground.  He fell forward whimpering as basilaks sank their teeth in his arms and legs, their orcan riders hacking at him with swords and axes.  
 
         Over eighty feet away the Aelvatchi glanced back at his handiwork. 
 
         The leader of the timber giants held aloft the bloodied flint axe that had just opened the underbelly of a swooping wingmordh.  The flying beast folded in on itself and crashed hard into a tree, its rider adroitly leaping onto a thick bough.  Under the giant's right foot a basilak struggled and croaked, even biting its orc rider who was also pinned by his leg.  Together they were crushed under the immense weight.  A hammertaur jumped up aiming its browbone at the giant's face but was swatted away by the flat of the massive stone axe.  The animal yelped like a wounded dog and kicked erratically once lying on the earth.  
 
         Seeing their hopeless circumstances the leader yelled to the other giants still fighting and the five of them together turned around and began running in the direction they had come.  But the pagai were ready and with slight mechanical adjustments compensating for distance they fired their war machines, four and five pygmy goblins hanging from each lever.  The tiny helmeted pagai cheered as three more giants fell violently, struck by iron spears and sharpened stone missiles like harpoons and cubes.  The leader died instantly with an iron spear piercing his neck. One of the two surviving giants leaned down and retrieved the leader's axe of flint as they escaped into the woods. 
 
         "Blow for silence?" 
 
         "Yes," Ulusha replied as the orc herald blew the old cave buffulo horn.  She was the only female orc general, a bloodborn tribal chieftain's daughter now commanding Legion Three.  A hush followed and the underworlders listened.  Nothing initially could be heard but an uneasy feeling spread throughout the host. 
 
         Dark elves standing statuesque squinted in their search of the trees.  Winged goblins took flight into the safety over the tree tops.  Muscles along the flanks of the brawn hammertaurs twitched and their riders looked nervously from tree to tree.  The only noises came from moaning giants and orcs wounded and dying on the valley floor. 
 
         General Ulusha felt what all her host felt.  Beneath their feet the ground vibrated.  The heavy thumping grew informing them all of the rapid approach of something large.  Many somethings. The thumping turned to pounding like a hundred huge mauls and the woods filled with a low rumble growing louder.  The herald looked up through the branches at the sky and pointed at a single dark line rising high into the air.  Another trail of inky smoke followed, and then a third. These were Aelvatchi signals showing the direction from which the enemy approached.  The orcs turned slightly in the direction shown by the smoke tracer arrows. 
 
         "Brigades one, two, three prepare to fire!  Brigades four, five stand ready to cover frontline reload!"  Ulusha barked as massive slave ogres obeyed the commands of the tiny pigmy goblin engineers.  Machines were moved and recalibrated.  The goblins of the archer brigades took up positions behind the seige engine brigades to provide more cover fire, and among them were quiet dark elven warlocks and serpentine draconian warsorcers attended by their elite mageguards.  Six dusk giants wearing boneplate armor held iron-spiked maces and led eighteen smaller titan ogres that all stood between nine and a half and eleven feet tall.  Each ogre had a single horn sticking out its forehead and wore thick hides over iron armor.  These were no slaves, but the feared kin of the Taran Warlord.  
 
         The Aelvatchi tending the umberslogs hissed and pointed their multiple arms forward.  The slogs howled, drool splattering on the dirt as they lunged forward on all six claws.  The raging herd plunged into the wood followed by the more reserved cavalries of orcs riding basilaks and hammertaurs.  
 
         General Ulusha marvelled at the ferocity of the slogs and grinned maliciously when the sound of screams and metal on metal ensued.  Pitiful wails, hellish howling, roars, trees splitting, the ground atremble with the colision of giants and umberslogs caused the hornback orcs to pause as they listened to what sounded like a battle between gods.  
 
         The giants of Shadevale faught valiantly.  The timber giants that rushed into this conflict numbered fifty-one, all males answering to the bellowing of their kin caught in ambush.  At the onslaught of the umberslogs nineteen of these giants found themselves overcome as the hideous beasts scraped and clawed their way up their legs, waists and backs biting chunks off their bodies unlike any creatures they had ever faught.  Timber giants pounded the slogs but the hellish beasts faught back feeling no pain nor fear.  Hungry for blood the slogs weighed down these unfortunate giants and once on their knees, rears or backs, they found themselves rapidly torn apart under the press of several slogs at a time. 
 
        The battle lasted only seconds.  A few slogs had been killed or crushed but the rest of the herd continued onward.  The ravenous creatures were more intent on feeding that killing.  Nor did the remaining thirty-two timber giants stop but charged ahead seeking those who had invaded their woods.  They next encountered the cavalry of rapid-running basilaks with their orc riders and the hammertaurs which were of little threat to the running giants.  The aerial assault sent out by order of Ulusha found it difficult to combat running giants through huge trees.  The dark elves and winged goblins could do little more than follow them over the wood.    
 
         When the crowd of timber giants broke free of the thicker woods they saw the host of orcs, goblins, wizards, ogres, the underworld giants and the lines of machines operated by tiny figures. They slowed only for a breath before their eyes took in the scene between them and their enemies.  Other timber giants were laying all over the field, bloodied, dismembered and bashed up.  The giants glared at the underworlders screaming in wrath as they closed the distance with a few long strides.  
 
         Terror rippled through the ranks of Legion Three as almost three dozen gigantic angry men charged them.  The pagai cringed beneath their heavy helms and the goblins readied arrows with shaking hands.  Some of the lighter war contraptions were in danger of moving out of position as the ground beneath them heaved and jostled. 
 
         The signal horn was blown and the frightened pigmy goblins in threes and fours found heroic strength to pull down their levers.  Engines shuddered and whooshed unleashing a storm of iron spears, sawblades the size of tables and boulders hewn into several jagged and sharpe points or edged cubes from ninty to three hundred pounds in weight.  
 
         Warlocks blinded the giants while draconian warsorcers put a couple giants to sleep, froze shut one giant's eyelids and tore one giant's head off completely by magically redirecting a flying rock.  Three draconians spellwove a pattern of enchantments totally incincerating another giant to ash...a dried husk that stood still before a boulder broke it apart in a shower of embers.   
 
         But nothing did the giants more harm than the sting and threat of the darkish purple arrows launched by the goblin archer brigades.  Thousands of arrows forged of some strange purple metal filled the air and every surviving giant screamed in surprise or pain as they sank deeply into flesh and bone.  More than one giant died thinking that these were no ordinary arrows.  
 
         Ulusha watched as timber giants fell like trees in a windstorm.  One was impaled and staring sorrowfully at the ground at nothing in particular.  Another swung a large limb with twigs and leaves still attached as blood gushed out of his right shoulder, his right arm severed completely off.  
 
         The pagai had no time to reload their seigecraft and screamed in terror as the line of giants, adorned in ribbons of blood from countless arrow wounds, trampled the front line of war machines, squashing the tiny pygmy goblins attending them.  A slave ogre was kicked high into the upper branches of a tree.  It moaned hanging in the foliage.  The giants ignored most of the goblin engineers and slaves, intent on killing the goblin archers.  As they passed through the front line the fourth and fifth seige engine brigades shot their loads at close range felling three more giants right before their line was broken, machines smashed and knocked over useless.  The armored dusk giants and titan ogres then fell upon the timber giants as more and more of the terrible purple arrows hissed into their bodies. 
 
         Four last giants still standing, all pierced by numerous arrows, stopped, their eyes widening in alarm.  The orcs paused and goblins let loose no more arrows.  The dusk giants hesitated not understanding.  Far off in the wood the faint sounds of many screams could be heard.  Howls followed.  The four timber giants dropped their weapons and and began to run back to their village.  In their bloodlust they had completely forgotten the threat of the herd of six-legged monsters they had first encountered.  Their women and children were being attacked.  
 
         "Kill them!"  General Ulusha screamed and immediately the goblins loosed hundreds of arrows and the workable machines fired off their loads.  Then the duskim and titan ogres gave chase.  An edged boulder cube knocked down a giant and when he got back up limping the dusk giants hacked him to death.  Another fell by long iron spear.  The other two sprinted mightily but the underworlders did not worry.  Two wounded and tired timber giants were not enough against so many slogs, basilaks and hammertaurs.  With pteragaunts and Aelvatchi harrying them from the air they would most likely fall before getting back.  
 
         "Three villages, general.  Many females, and young.  The fourth village is being eaten.  There will be no further resistance," said a draconian warsorcer from the underworld Temple of Xakkiun.  Ulusha disdained talking to the draconians because their serpentlike faces expressed no emotions but anger.  
 
         "Will your enchantments keep the chains?" 
 
         "Yes." 
 
         Have the duskim gather the prisoners and get the lift to that hill over there.  After the burning disk has fallen fire the signal.  In the dark we move on." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                                    My people worship the Way Gods, the Outsiders as Cavin 
 
                                    calls them.  He says in Poltyria they are called the Lesser                                                
 
                                    Enniad.  Foolish talk.  We Caereans of Arborealm keep the  
 
                                    ways of TAL'ANIN, known as Elderboughs to sylvankind. 
 
                                    We know Tal'Nik of the Beasthorn, the Leek who blesses 
 
                                    our births and heals children.  We burn candles to Korlu of 
 
                                    the Gates, the Warden to Otherworlds.  Our women dance  
 
                                    to Lira of the Harvest.  Five Gods, all known in ancient 
 
                                    Caedoria.  Cavin says the smallfolk in Poltyria also worship 
 
                                    the Way Gods.  This is good.  I would rather be small in  
 
                                    Poltyria than be great and worship lies. 
 
      
 
                                                                                 Josiah Arrowloft camping with                                                         
 
                                                                                 five warriors known as a Fifth  
 
                                                                                 of Vrac 
 
      
 
      
 
    Feymark'ul...Ranger Conclave in Old Watchtower 
 
         I found the others waiting for me.  For over two centuries the rangers of Borderealm met yearly in this old abandoned watchtower high above the floodplain of Feymark'ul.  Though we stood atop the tower in its highest chamber, or what was left of its crumbling walls, the ruin itself was once a solid fortress.  One of many built atop the several tors, circular artificial hills now all crowned with ruins.  Ancient works of the Silthani elves long before the Devilspire Wars. 
 
         Feymark'ul was a seasonal floodplain that turned into a shallow sea every spring with the meltwater from the mountains.  The tors were about fifty circular islands at present and we had all arrived here by drake.  We had met two months ago, on our annual schedule, to exchange intelligence and receive any new assignments that might be necessary.  Sometimes we come across one another in our travels or pair up on important missions.  But mostly we see one another once a year.  
 
         And this year Cavin Knightshade did not appear. 
 
         This meeting is called Conclave and Cavin would never miss it.  We discuss news of particular importance, chase rumors, investigate reports and between the seven of us every year we construct a pretty good picture of everything happening in and around Borderealm.  Our findings and conclusions are then sent through wards in Arborealm to the Hinterfolk who have dealings with merchants in Kings Bane that exchange courier pigeons with their business counterparts in Poltyria. Our ranger reports are received at Castle Demarsculd of the renowned Arcanacrafts and the Knightshades who then give them over to the Minister of the Outlands who in turn reports them directly to the crown.  
 
         This is something we do as a courtesy.  Cavin is the first Poltyrian to have ever been accepted into our brotherhood.  The rangers of Borderealm have for centuries been Caereans and before we were Caedorians before that mighty kingdom fell so long ago.  Otherwise our most important duty is to Borderealm.  We keep the peace and serve the various races and civilizations as message bearers.  We often communicate directly with chieftains, matriarchs, priests, overlords and kings.  Few being human.  
 
         Conclave was over sixty days ago when it was determined that I would go west in search of Cavin.  This meeting today was a break from tradition.  It was known that Cavin had last stated he was going to Dimwood, specifically to the ruins of a particularly ancient site known as Talan Dathar.  It was mankind's earliest dwelling.  It was said to be a sprawling metropolis of empty, half-buried buildings.  
 
         I looked around the chamber heavy with the sense that we were incomplete.  My agitation was shared by the others.  The Order of the Rangers of Borderealm had since its Caedorian beginnings always been held by only seven men.  Until Cavin's acceptance the unbroken tradition was that we were all Caerean.  At the edge of a crumbling wall leading out to a balcony, I looked down as the others silently watched me.  About sixty feet below was the base of the tower atop the surface of the tor. I knew there were levels of architecture inside and below the hill.  The water of the plain was only about five to seven feet in depth, clear meltwater that had flowed away from orc strongholds in the mountains to the west.  Our mountaindrakes and wardrakes rested quietly along the ledges as they had done two months ago. 
 
         As First Ranger, Cavin's assigned territory of patrol was the far west.  Dimwood and Darkfrost Peaks from the Stonebark Wastes in the north to the Citadels of Shannidar in the south. These were the most unexplored, unruly and exotic territories.  In fact, outside of our order and some old books, few men had even heard of these lands.  
 
         I clasped Michel's right arm and squeezed his shoulder.  He is our desert ranger, his area of patrol being the frontiers of the Great Desert of Eternal Sands and the regions of the secretive Men of the Scorched Earth clans.  When Michel was a boy of eight he was found hiding in the wreckage of a burnt merchant vessel beached along the coast of Hinterealm.  The family and crew of the ship had been captured by the slavers of Edgehaven.  As a Caerean he was adopted and trained and as his skill in archery grew he became the only other bowmaster in all of Arborealm aside from myself.  Though I am descended of House Arrowloft, Michel was adopted and by training and merit had been accepted into our order.  There are many other archers among our people, but the mastery of the bow involves more than just training.  
 
         Michel is a man of few words, of unusual moral charactor and in all the ways that make a man he is older than his years.  He is my closest friend.  A brother.  
 
         The two real brothers in our order are Abdias and Lucretius, or Luey.  Abdias is the older brother and is assigned to the islands and coasts of the Spawnsea.  He is well known and disliked by the slavers, smugglers and pirates of Edgehaven, Rivensail and Kings Bane.  At any given time there are many who seek to kill him.  He weilds a large, gem-encrusted cutlass and has harpoons strapped to his arms he can use expertly.  His exploits in and out of the water have earned him the name Borderfish. 
 
         Lucretius was his younger brother, called Luey by all of us except Cavin.  The First Ranger, of Poltyrian blood but wed into a Caerean family of Arborealm, was very formal in all of his dealings with us.  Luey was assigned to those lands close to the Jungles of the Silapenti.  It is discouraged, but he has made journeys into the interior of the swamplands, marshes and jungles and is the only man alive I know who has laid eyes on the pyramid.  I recall Cavin leaning on Luey to give him as many details as he could remember about that archaic structure.  He weilds a glaive, an eight foot long spear with a curved steel blade.  From a race of insect formians in the jungle eager to trade he had obtained much good information on poison lore and with concoctions of his own making he can kill one thousand pound creatures with a dart from his pipe.  
 
         Probably the most unpopular ranger among men was the most respected by the dwarves. Matthias, also known as Thunder Hands, is a big man, taller and heavier than the rest of us.  He was formerly trained by the Poltyrians in hand combat at their Three Bridges lake garrison in Lower Poltyria.  We have all seen what he can do with his fists and knees to even the most armored combatant.  Matthias fights with huge, dwarvencraft gauntlets having razored edges.  He is a gauntleteer highly esteemed by the dwarves of Red Anvil, of Grol-galdir and those more friendly dwarves of Emim'gard.  The Emim forged for him a very expensive warhammer that has the insignia of the rangers of Borderealm in bas-relief.  When he strikes armor, wood, hide or earth with that hammer our symbol of seven stones encircling an arrow on a shield is imprinted upon it.  The Emim are the same smiths that made my waraxe. 
 
         In combat matters Matthias thinks much like a dwarf.  He holds that valor is measured in personal conflict rather than shooting missiles or employing magic.  He does admit that throwing a weapon is sometimes preferred but he is against the use of arrows and bolts because he sees in their use the unfair advantage of one who could inflict harm from a distance while suffering little threat to his person.  We have spent many long hours discussing our philosophical differences in good humor.  He has won the heart of the dwarves and he is a good friend.  And though large and menacing, all know there is much more to Matthias than meets the eye. 
 
         Our gaunleteer ranger is also a very learned loremaster of dwarven antiquities and knows more about the histories of Borderealm than any other Caerean.  He is assigned the patrol of the Broken Lands, all of the orc domains of Bholbash Valley including Dijin Castle in the north and Ebrog Pass in the south as well as the centrally located Kag'ar Grul at the middle of the valley. These are the strongholds of the Bholbash orcs.  He is assigned to keep watch over southern Devilspire Mountains too, the region under the control of the orcan axemasters who do not serve Kag'ar Grul.  Feymark'ul where we hold this gathering is also under Matthias' guardianship.  
 
         Lastly there is Trevor Sindair III.  He is as quiet and subdued today as he was two months ago at Conclave.  Trevor had fallen in love with an Aelvani wood elf name Weolah, the scandal shocking the other elves of Everleaf Pines.  Elven-human sexual relations was unheard of and the matter had been brought to our attention because he is a ranger.  Though no laws were broken the elf maiden defied the Aelvani elders and declared openly her love for Trevor.  He had informed us that the elfess was pregnant and Cavin at last Conclave reassigned Trevor, removing him from Borderealm proper where Everleaf lies and sent him to patrol the wilds of Splinterdark and Treehelm.  These two immense forests were my assignment but I was sent to Arborealm, Everleaf and Enchandrus to replace Trevor.  This was fourteen months ago, and still Weolah was with child.  Normal elven women give birth exactly after one thousand and eighty days, a race that lives for eons unless they are killed.  It is said that in those rare occasions when an elfess carries a child for longer it is always one thousand ninty-five days and the newborn is fated to be a hero.  With Trevor being human there is no guessing when his child will be born. 
 
         The reassignment enraged Trevor and he had wanted to fight Cavin, brooding ever since.  This merely increased his suspicion of the Poltyrian of the Knightshade family.  From the very first appearance of Cavin, Trevor had voiced his doubts about Knightshade's loyalty to our fraternity, to the security of Borderealm.  He believed and outwardly voiced that Cavin was here to further the interests of the Poltyrian crown and that even wedding into a local Caerean family was but a stratagem to fulfill this means.  Trevor's accusations further alienated himself from the rest of us who accepted Cavin into our order.  He accused our First Ranger of being too ambitious, too secretive and given too much lattitude when his reports had been found wanting.  I did not agree with Trevor though I will admit that on a personal level I do not like Cavin Knightshade.  
 
         Two months ago everyone was involved in their own investigations, following up on leads and rumors, in the middle of negotiations or still needing to deliver a message.  I was doing nothing but patrol and for this reason I was elected to travel west in search of Cavin.  But I never made it to Talan Dathar. 
 
         Cavin's fascination with the ancestral ruins of the human race, Talan Dathar in mighty Dimwood, was known to us all.  I had only the vaguest idea where I might search for this place but on the way ran into the orcs building a road through the forest.  A road pointing directly eastward toward Borderealm.  
 
         Our gear and weapons stacked in piles along the walls beside and under large stone windows, the six of us stood in a circle.  Caereans all, we had very pale green eyes and brown hair. 
 
         Michel, my closest friend, my adopted brother, a desert ranger and the only other bowmaster alive. 
 
         Abdias, also called Borderfish, a sea ranger and older brother to Luey. 
 
         Lucretius, or Luey, jungle ranger and poison lore expert, younger brother of Abdias. 
 
         Matthias, or Thunder Hands, gauntleteer ranger and loremaster of dwarven antiquities, my friend. 
 
         Trevor Sindair III, forest ranger, expert bladesmaster and knife thrower, elfess lover. 
 
         Cavin Knightshade of Poltyria, a knight-scholar of Castle Demarsculd made ranger of Borderealm.  First Ranger by our election two years ago.  His disappearance left me as the sixth. 
 
         I am Josiah Arrowloft, last of my line, forest ranger and bowmaster. 
 
         With the other five listening quietly, I gave my full report, down to the smallest detail as we are trained to do.  I related all that I saw among the enemy to my escape, shooting the orcs and winged goblin.  As I spoke the others envisioned the hornback orcs, the one-horned ogres chopping down trees, the width of this forest highway cut down somewhere south of Lake Mir Dol'hinnon in Dimwood.  At mentioning the ogres Matthias' brow furrowed and when I described the dark-skinned giants in full armor Luey's eyes opened wide.  Trevor found the tiny goblin engineers humorous and I could tell Abdias was disturbed at my description of the six-legged beasts the size of bulls and their dark elf masters that had four arms.  
 
         But when I mentioned the gigantic spidery thing with a one-horned ogre on its back directing all the labor Trevor swallowed and Matthias' jaw dropped.  I stopped. 
 
         "A Taran Warlord..." Trevor whispered. 
 
         "...on a tarantulak," Matthias finished, glancing at Trevor.  This caught our attention, for these two men knew something the rest of did not.  Matthias disliked that Trevor was so vocal about his distrust of our First Ranger.  Further, Matthias had little respect for a man who would fall in love with an elf.  I had no idea what either of them were talking about but it was Abdias who spoke first. 
 
         "What's a Taran Warlord?" 
 
         "He's a tyrant from the underworld," Matthias answered, pulling at his beard.  "No doubt you have heard of the Uprising?"  We all nodded and Matthias continued. 
 
         "A Warlord well over five centuries ago embarked on a campaign in Hollowrealm deep in the underworld, building a massive army that he then invaded the surface with.  His specific mission was to eradicate mankind, some claiming that it was caused by underworld religious beliefs that had persisted since the time of the Minion Wars." 
 
         "Minion Wars?  What religious beliefs are you talking about?" Luey asked. 
 
         "Long ago the underworld was full of strange cults, the various races below the world worshipping powerful creatures called Minions.  They spread a doctrine that no races or civilizations will ever flourish in the world until humankind was exterminated." 
 
         "So these Minions and their believers invaded about five centuries ago with a Taran Warlord?" 
 
         "No, Luey, the Minions are long gone.  Nothing has been written about them in ages.  But their teachings may have continued.  The Uprising was the first appearance of a Taran Warlord on the surface world.  The dwarves of Red Anvil still have many alive who faught at the Battle of Ghul-run, and they have told all they remember about the Warlord.  He is a titan ogre, one-horned ogres larger than the cave ogres we are familiar with.  The Taran ogres have a double row of unusual teeth, six fingers and toes on their limbs and they are very smart.  For reasons unknown this breed is very resistant to magic." 
 
         "Alright, Matthias," I asked, "What does all this mean right now?" The others remained quiet as Matthias collected his thoughts.  
 
         "Okay.  The Warlord attempted to exterminate us, Josiah.  The hordes under his command totally cut down the First Expeditionary and Second Expeditionary Army of Poltyria...two hundred thousand men." 
 
         "Poltyria can't field two hundred thousand soldiers," Luey gasped. 
 
         "These will pass through Borderealm before getting to Poltyria," Abdias noted.  
 
         "True.  Poltyria is not what it once was.  Yes, we will have to deal with this before we can expect aid from Poltyria.  If any at all.  But I don't think that another Warlord will ever make the mistake his predecessor made." 
 
         "What do you mean?"  
 
         "Over five and a half centuries ago the Warlord marched his armies passed the kingdoms and domains of goblins, orcs, dwarves, elves, gnolls and the faeries under Elderboughs and committed his strength against the armies of men.  Caereans faught side by side with Poltyrians and at the end of the war only one Borderealm ranger was left alive." 
 
         "Alec Arrowloft...a bowmaster," I said softly, knowing a little of my family history.  
 
         "Yes, Josiah.  But in those days all rangers were bowmasters.  Anyway, as the Warlord conquered every military force of humans that opposed him the other races assembled in what was called the Fey Alliance.  Led by King Craniax the sky giant of Deep Ore Peaks , the armies of faeries were joined by elves, dwarves and even the terrible Magrar of the Illyriac Plain with orc and goblin allies.  One vicious battle lasting seven weeks was faught at the Ancient Battlefields of  Ghul-run.  Toward the end a third and smaller Poltyrian army landed very hastily built ships from the timber of Harrowood.  The Warlord was killed, his hordes put to death or chased off and it is known that in these passed five centuries the faeries have never totally recovered from their devastating losses.  They distrust and dislike us more than ever now.  This one battle took a terrible toll on the elder races and their numbers have never replenished." 
 
         "So this is why the faeries now hide from us?  Only Josiah has been accepted into their sanctuaries." 
 
         "No, Luey.  In those days they secluded themselves as well.  In truth, there have never been any close dealings between men and faeries.  Josiah from childhood learned the sylvan speech and for this the faeries regard our brother here as someone unusual.  But now, having been almost slaughtered in our defense, you can bet that we're not going to get a lot of cooperation from them now.  
 
         "You need to remember, Luey, the faeries are old.  What we consider history is merely memory to them.  Every faery still breathing today was alive during Ghul-run and was breathing the air of Dagothar even thousands of years ago.  
 
         "So this war happened about five and a half centuries ago?" Abdias asked, but it was Trevor who answered.  
 
         "A Taran Warlord has not been seen since.  Actually, Matthias, the Uprising occurred the same year that the Broken Moon appeared."  At hearing this I jerked my head toward Trevor and the motion caught everyone's attention.  My chest suddenly burned as if I'd been struck by my own arrows.  I remembered.  
 
         The Broken Moon. 
 
         Everyone has heard the stories of the Broken Moon.  It was a strange red star that glows brightly in the sky, grows a tail that gets bigger and bigger until it fills the sky with fire, throwing fallen stars to the ground while bringing terrible earthquakes.  Cavin specifically told me that the Broken Moon reappears every five hundred and fifty-two years...that there are old books containing records of its appearances for thousands of years. The silence atop the tower caught my attention and I realized that everyone was staring at me. I cleared my throat. 
 
         "What is it, Josiah?" Michel inquired, a concerned look across his face. 
 
        "I think we're in trouble.  I think Cavin knew things he did not disclose to the rest of us." 
 
        "What things?"  
 
        "The Broken Moon.  Well, it returns this year."  The words did not sound like they were mine and they were met with puzzled looks from the others.  
 
         "What are you talking about?  No one knows when the Broken Moon returns, it just does," Trevor added, sounding not too sure, attempting to convince himself that this was true.  
 
         "At last Conclave over a year ago he spoke in earnest with me concerning matters he had studied from an old book.  He said that he knew for certain that next year the Broken Moon was going to return.  He said that it was recorded in the annals that it returned every five hundred and fifty-two years.  He mentioned the archives of Castle Demarsculd.  He was rather excited about it, but he never mentioned any Uprising or Taran Warlord."  The others remained silent as they pondered this, wondering anew where Cavin was.  I could almost feel Trevor imagining that Cavin was involved in some dark intrigue.  
 
         "Josiah, we have to assume the worst of Knightshade at this time," spoke up Matthias.  
 
         "Yes, you have to assume First Ranger...at least until he is found.  Or returns,"  Luey stated and his older brother nodded.  I looked around at the other three men and saw that the matter was settled, though in my own heart I felt that Matthias was the better choice.  He is more suited for leadership.  As I was thinking this it was Matthias that went on.                   
 
          "This force you saw in Dimwood must be a work detail. They are preparing the way for a much larger group, with seigecraft and such.  Otherwise no road so wide would be needed.  We must worry about Cavin later, Josiah.  We are standing today at the front of a new Uprising." 
 
         His words sank deeply in to us all.  
 
         "The other races will not help us as they did so long ago," Luey remarked.  
 
         "They have little choice in the matter, if what I'm suspecting is true.  I don't think the Warlord is going to pass them up again."  We all concluded that Matthias was probably correct.  
 
         "We are bound by oath to inform all," Michel spoke, ever the pillar of morality.  
 
         "Does that mean orcs, too?" glowered Matthias.  I saw that Abdias had begun staring blankly over the distance at the floodplain.  A pigeon suddenly appeared in the window, fidgeted nervously and took flight.  
 
         "Yes, we will alert everyone.  At least this may slow down the Warlord's push toward our own lands.  I will send a message scroll to the Poltyrians." 
 
         "Good," Abdias said, turning again to face the group.  "What would you have us do, Josiah?"  With all eyes on me I found that what was needed to be done quickly sprang from my lips. 
 
         "Well, Michel, we will need you to go to Shannidar and Sigils Arch.  Prepare them as best you can but do not tarry.  Leave the Ayr quickly and go to Deep Ore Peaks.  Inform the Galdirin dwarves and get word to King Craniax.  I have heard that he still lives."  Michel nodded but he was clearly taken aback by the thought of approaching the legendary sky giant. 
 
         "Trevor, go to the lizardfolk and see if they will form an alliance with the Ayr.  Then go through Deep Ore as well.  If you can't meet up with Michel then go home.  Fill Arborealm with this news." 
 
         "Luey, go to Wandering Elms and seek out a huge centaur called Thalleus.  Anyone you come across will know who he is.  Tell him everything you know.  Then go through Deep Ore and back home.  Visit all the militia posts in Arborealm.  Should I not make it, go to Everleaf as well." 
 
         "Abdias, fly straight as the arrow to Deckers Port.  Spread the word in Hinterealm and follow the coast informing all you come in contact with.  Then fly the coast from Kings Bane back toward Deep Ore.  If there's nothing obvious you need to do then go to Everleaf." 
 
         "Matthias, you and I are going to Devilspire.  I'll approach the Bholbash orcs.  Once we've seen what is going on we'll split up.  I'll take Splinterdark and you can go to Red Anvil."  I know this pleased the dwarf-loving gauntleteer.  
 
         As we all gathered our gear and provisions, making sure the drakes were fed and harnessed, I paused to look out over the floodplain.  It was a bright and beautiful day.  But I knew it was about to get really dark.  
 
      
 
        
 
      
 
                                                      
 
      
 
      
     
 
      
 
                                              
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                                             
 
                                     At receiving the dark tidings Craniax came to 
 
                                     Daethalon.  The ancient wyrm, Laer'garoth the 
 
                                     Old was dying, mortally maimed by a wild wyrm 
 
                                     he killed in combat.  His immense length laid out  
 
                                     atop a granite platform soon to be his crypt floor  
 
                                     amidst the buildings of Caedoria, the fading  
 
                                     dragon-chronicler shared many secrets with the  
 
                                     legendary sky giant...and quietly listening was the 
 
                                     young dragon called Navaniz the Bold. 
 
      
 
                                                                      The Late Caedorian Empire, 
 
                                                                      Yald'bar Whitlock, scribner 
 
      
 
    Darkfrost Peaks...lair of Navaniz the Bold 
 
         Navaniz very slowly opened his ancient eyes.  They had seen many thousands of years and did not open as quickly as they had in his youth.  His mind cloudy, he stared at the cracked, black-charred goat skull near the edge of his pile of scattered jade fragments and coins.  The goat skeleton nearby was all bone, no trace of hide or hair.  
 
         Has it been so long? he thought.  The goats were the last meal he had eaten.  Or remembered eating.  These skeletons were very aged.  Most of his life was now spent sleeping.  He recalled that he had scooped up the goats just before winter along the cliff face.  Sniffing, the venerable archaic dragon's eyes opened wider at the realization that it was spring already. 
 
    Honeysuckle...clover...mushrooms...rock moss...beetles...he could smell them all...and something else. 
 
         A strange scent wafted into his nostrils.  He listened intently, alarm coursing through his gigantic body loosening the stiffness.  Somebody...something, was outside the cave entrance. Something was too close to his lair. 
 
         Long ago he had terrorized some local goblins and struck a deal with them.  It was agreed that they would haul up the mountain many loads of cobble stones from a nearby river and spread them out all over the open ledge in front of his cave and he would not eat any more goblins.  To the goblins of Darkfrost the word spread quickly that the newly appeared dragon was stupid, hoarding rocks instead of gold.  His lair was only accessible by a narrow entry small enough for goblins but larger creatures would have to fly in to it.  The rocks brought by the goblins and spread out over the entry ledge had a very good reason for being there.  Anything passing over those loose stones would be heard by his keen hearing. 
 
         And Navaniz was listening now.  
 
         Something crushed stones underneath it.  They popped, and the old dragon realized that it was these sounds outside that had awakened him.  Whatever it was, it covered a lot of ground surface and the rocks hinted that it was very heavy. 
 
         Without moving, lest he disturb the mound of coins, gold ingots, wedges of the greenish gold called pallon, some ornate amphorae and pieces of crafted jade, turquoise and other assorted treasures, Navaniz inhaled slowly tasting the air.  He was deep inside his lair.  His muscles went rigid.  He could feel his heart pumping as acid bile reflexively built up in his gut. 
 
         A dragon.  No!  A mare dragon...but of an unfamiliar scent. 
 
         Navaniz did not move fearing that he'd give himself away.  The tokens of a life he no longer enjoyed were crushed beneath him.  He was a great venerable wyrm and the only one of his breed in all of Darkfrost, though it was rumored that a younger black dragon was now living somewhere in northern Dimwood.  Pondering why a mare of any breed would visit him rather than this other youth nearby, he stared toward the cave that led outside.  
 
         He detected a movement beyond.  Closer than the last.  He raised his head to speak. 
 
         "I will not sire...seek another."  Again there was movement on the stones.  The trespasser grew bolder, the crackles of rocks informed him that the dragon was entering his cave.  Then did the words of an unusual speech echo into the cavern. 
 
         "Where is the tablet?" rasped a course feminine voice in high draconic, but of a very odd dialect.  
 
         Navaniz's eyes widened in astonishment at the recognition of her words, a deluge of lost memories washing over his mind, thoughts contending with the sudden realization that she was an underworld wyrm.  Thousands of years flashed through the terrain of his mind.  The mare continued. 
 
         "Long are your years...the Broken Moon returns, old serpent.  The Deep has a new Warlord. Here you lie a decrepit snake molting decay as the Uprising returns.  Give, wyrm, you have nothing left to protect...where is the tablet?"  Another series of stones popped. 
 
         Her words were icy, direct, more of a command than a question.  The tablet.  The archaic dragon let his mind take him back to Daethalon, the center of Caedorian civilization long ere Poltyria ever came to be.  The Caedorians were a race of honorable humans that he had lived among in Arborealm when he had served the Protectorate with the rangers of Borderealm, called whisperstriders in those days.  The old days. 
 
         Navaniz shuddered in resignation.  There was no way he could fight this mare.  A thousand years ago he would have chased her from his domain.  Not now.  Over five centuries ago a Poltyrian knight, a dragonslayer, challenged him to one-on-one combat under the Heroic Code for possession of the tablet.  But because the last priest of the Temple of the Broken Moon had commissioned him long ago to conceal the tablet, the very key to the Oraclon itself, Navaniz had kept the crystal clear tablet hidden and safe with him all these years since the fall of Daethalon in the Minion Wars.  
 
         He honored the valor of the Poltyrian knight and met him in combat only to realize quite suddenly that the knight was dead serious about getting his hands on that tablet.  A dual that began as amusement rapidly turned into a struggle for his life.  The human severed one then the second of his wings at the stilts, two of his right talons, an entire finger on his left claw, the last nine feet of his great tail, all the while being strangely immune to his acidic breath weapon.  
 
         Seeing the twitching of his severed tail, Navaniz backed away from the knight and dug under the pile of antique treasures as he struggled to catch his breath.  Moving coins, gems and statuettes out of the way in his search of the tablet, he reasoned that since men commissioned him to protect it, why fight a man who came to retrieve it?  Navaniz found the Oraclon tablet and handed it to the much smaller human. 
 
         The slayer thanked him politely, bowed respectfully which totally impressed Navaniz and then began talking out into the open air to someone the dragon could not see.  Nor smell or otherwise sense. 
 
         Navaniz began to suspect magecraft.  He looked back at his wriggling and dying tail. 
 
         The human's voice changed in pitch and intensity and Navaniz realized that something was wrong with the knight's planning.  That perhaps the knight had not faught him fairly at all.  
 
         Then the human began to plead desperately and a raw anger filled the dragon.  To exhibit such fear after severing his fingers was an affront.  Suddenly Navaniz realized that the man was expecting someone to teleport him out of the lair...which explained how the dragonslayer had so suddenly appeared.  
 
         Seconds passed and still the knight despaired.  Navaniz, still in pain but hurt worse in his ego, inched forward.  The tablet was still in the man's grasp.  
 
         A blink. 
 
         That was the amount of time that passed between standing in front of the dragon and then finding himself crammed into its mouth, through his throat and into his burning hot belly. Navaniz swallowed the knight, armor, weapons and tablet and burped. 
 
         And since that unfortunate day about five and a half centuries ago the enchanted armor had remained stuck in his stomach without decaying, with the tablet, both undigested.  Since then his right back leg pained him constantly. 
 
         Navaniz the Bold stood upright as best he could, a few vintage coins from kingdoms long passed dropping from his underscales.  Acid bile was thick and vaporous about his jaws.  Over a thousand years had passed but he was still a wyrm of Daethalon sworn to protect the Order of the Broken Moon.  Though the Caedorians were gone he knew they still lived on through their Caerean descendants.  He would uphold his pledge. 
 
         The words of this female wyrm came back to him.  A new Warlord...  He recalled the Uprising very well.  In fact, it occurred in the same year he lost his wings to the slayer.  A Taran Warlord had for years made war in the underworld uniting the races to invade the surface world. He had nearly succeeded in killing off humankind.  As he was about to slaughter the third Poltyrian army, the Fey Alliance armies met the Warlord's hosts in a disastrous battle at the already Ancient Battlefields of Ghul-run. 
 
         The Warlord seeks the tablet. 
 
         Navaniz the Bold narrowed his eyes as his chest inflated.  He will never get it. 
 
         As if sensing what was going on in his mind, more rocks popped as she crawled hastily into the lair.   In the darkness inside the mountain lair, their draconic eyes unimpeded by the shadows, the two wyrms collided noisily in an explosion of old coins and cobblestones.  Navaniz had no time to dwell on his surprise. 
 
         A Scarlet Wyrm! 
 
         She was faster, stronger, heavier, younger and more determined than he.  His acidic breath weapon would be of little use against her purplish scale armor.  The scarlet dragons even of old were but few in number, the royalty of draconic society.  They had vanished long ago from the surface world and their continuance in the Deep had only been a tradition related to him by his ancient friend and sire, Laer'garoth the Old, widely remembered as the Dragon-Chronicler.  Like so many other unbelievable things taught to him in those days, Navaniz now realized this to be true.  It had been at least twenty-four centuries since anyone had seen a scarlet dragon under the sun.  Once rulers of all wyrmkind, these purple draconags were mostly immune to magics, fire, acid and gases, were the most cunning and lethal of dragonkind. 
 
         He was too lost in bewilderment to feel the mare's saborlike teeth penetrate his neck scales.  In the short struggle his treasures had been strewn about.  Large specimins of agate and opals were uncovered from the bottom, a few emeralds, one huge sapphire and a bracelet of shiny metal like electrum.  
 
         "The Warlord demands the tablet," she hissed through teeth that were half embedded in the black dragon's flesh.  "Do not make your end an ignoble one."  A hint of gloating in her words. She used her weight to shove Navaniz's head to the cavern floor, his neck pinned in her unyeilding jaws. 
 
         As he felt her inflating he slightly grinned in spite of the pain and discomfort, though it was more like a wince.  With the strength of pride he knew he was going to keep his secret, his oath. A film of moisture blurred his vision. 
 
         She unleashed a stream of incendiary acid far more powerful than his own bile into his neck wound as he thrashed about wildly in burning agony, a pain far worse than swallowing the armored dragonslayer who had been clutching the tablet.  Navaniz's lifeless body collapsed and the scarlet mare searched the cavern for the object described to her.  She flipped over the carcass of the old black wyrm and burrowed into his treasures, scattering them about. 
 
         Elated with her kill and satisfied that the despicable dragon of Daethalon did not possess the tablet, Neferina exited the cave and looked down upon the sea of green and brown trees that was the outskirts of Dimwood.  She spread her wings and dropped off the ledge to begin soaring over the tree tops, flying in the direction to where she knew she would find the Taran Tyrant.  
 
         It mattered little to her if he had the tablet or not. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                                          The war with the Draconarch over, the Elmlord 
 
                                          Guardians departed Dimwood.  In a fertile plain 
 
                                          to the south the ancient race of treants sank their 
 
                                          roots...the centuries passed.  Later they were joined  
 
                                          by Thalleus and the centaurs who came to call  
 
                                          them the Wandering Elms. 
 
      
 
                                                                          Book of Bark and Battles, 
 
                                                                          stories of woodlands of high 
 
                                                                          antiquity, Caedorian author 
 
                                                                          unknown 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wandering Elms...southern Darkfrost Peaks 
 
         Luey looked back through the lichen-carpeted elms, turning his head.  He peered back in the direction he had come.  As a Caerean he was a woodsman, and as a Borderealm ranger he was most alert in the woods.  Like others with his experience one developed a keen intuition for when things were very wrong.  His eyes searched the treescape carefully. 
 
         One of those times was right now. 
 
         Lucretius had never travelled so far away from Borderealm.  He nor anyone he knew outside a couple other rangers had ever ventured so far west in the outlands.  These lands told ancient tales.  This wood was a place of legend.  Not one story or account related that it had ever been visited by a human.  Cavin nor Josiah had been here.  The faery king, a yak-centaur named Thalleus, was known to Josiah only by description given to him by other faeries of his acquaintance in Everleaf.  
 
         Before arriving to this unsettling wood of very great and aged trees he had flown over the open plain of northern Shannidar avoiding the southern edge of Dimwood.  Still he had looked down upon patrols of hornback orcs and at a very high altitude he flew over a whole underworld army on the move during the brightest part of day.  As he watched his drake's shadow pass over the marching orcs, goblins, dusk giants, ogres, seige engine trains, cavalries of lizardlike creatures and flat-headed beasts, Lucretius realized that they would not look up to investigate because of the brightness of the sun.  
 
         Patrolling the skies but at a much lower height were clouds of winged goblins and dark elves riding bat-dragonoid things, but none dared hazard a look up to see him.  He veered off toward Wandering Elms and upon descending below the tree canopy he frightened up an antelope that he quickly brought down with his pipe.  
 
         Luey always marvelled at how peaceful the animals looked when he shot them with his poisoned darts.  They fell asleep to die.  They stumbled in ragged steps, curled up to slumber and never woke up.  
 
         The ranger grabbed his glaive and left his hungry mountaindrake to feed on the hapless antelope.  His own drake was unlike the others the rangers rode.  The Hadatchi of Splinterdark, known as the wild elves, bred a species of drakes kin to mountaindrakes but speckled in white and black very much like painted dairy cows.  As he walked through the large elm trees he immediately noticed that the whole area was silent.  No bird calls.  No insects.  Even from over a hundred feet away the ripping of flesh by the drake was the only sound.  Luey stared at the drake pondering this.  The creature stopped chewing to blink at him stupidly before resuming its meal. 
 
         An eye for the inordinary, he noticed the signs around him that told that this forest was very carefully tended.  Sculpted.  Proportion and symmetry seemed to be by design rather than nature. Usually he could pass over a forest floor without leaving much of a trace, but not here.  Soft moss and spongy grass pressed into the light soil.  As he walked he inhaled the thick humidity of the lush forest and wondered if the stories were indeed true...that trees in Wandering Elms really wandered.  It was told that some of these trees were actually alive and could talk.  He didn't doubt it was possible, for the great tree god Elderboughs known to Josiah and the bards of Arborealm could talk but not move. 
 
         He was not surprised to hear the sound of many hooves.  They issued from the east and were growing loud.  Thunderous.  It was no surprise either that his presence was known, and so quickly.  No doubt his descent into the forest had been witnessed.  Luey waited, staring toward the east trying to see what was coming.  Horses were no threat because he was here to find centaurs.  Because the sound of running horses seemed to get louder but not closer he stood still, perplexed.  
 
         Lucretius looked down at the soft turf.  How could hooves be so loud here? 
 
         A voice, rich and noble, deep and very close, startled Luey from behind. 
 
         "Sir Knightshade would not have allowed us this advantage." 
 
         The ranger turned to look up at an enormous blue-skinned yak-centaur with a manlike upper torso and bearded face with a head protruding mighty, scarred horns.  The blue-eyed faery king smiled at him.  He wore a silver and steel breastplate and iron helm with hornports, the tips of those curled horns dipped in gold.  His coat was a shiny, deep blue of very fine, short hair.  He wore thick iron bracers on his muscular arms and silk sashes were tied around his four massive legs.  Hung carefully from his shoulder was a shortsword, a faerycraft weapon called Equistae, a blade said to cleave asunder the hardest stone.  Slung over his wide back was a nine foot long composite bow of some strange wood.  Quivers of wolfskins were full of feathered arrows with straps moored to his massive flanks.  
 
         Behind and beside him were smaller brown and white-haired centaurs, all of the equine breeds, the size of horses holding spears and bows.   Luey knew that so numerous and heavy a crowd could never have crept up to him without the aid of enchantment. 
 
         "Well met, King Thalleus.  My name is Lucretius.  You obviously know I am a ranger.  But you will be hard pressed to convince me that you and yours simply walked up behind me...come now." 
 
         "Ah, wily ranger, the ways of the wood are to be learned, not taught," Thalleus laughed.  "We tend the trees, Lucretius.  Do you think they would not tend to us?"  
 
         "Josiah warned me about you.  Says you talk your enemies out of battle!  This I believe." Luey returned the smile and all of the centaurs seemed to relax.  Humans were intruders here. This was holy ground to the faery races.  But his words were all in jest, for all knew that Thalleus was a valiant warrior, many thousands of years old and a veteran of the horrific Battle of Ghul-run.  
 
         The ranger took a good breath and then spoke slow and clear, the centaurs pressing around to hear. 
 
         "I was not aware you knew Cavin Knightshade.  That he visited Wandering Elms was not known to us.  He has disappeared.  He missed Conclave.  Two months ago Josiah went in search of him in Dimwood on his way to Talan Dathar.  But Josiah had to turn around after discovering an underworld army cutting down a road through the forest.  An invasion force, at least, one of its hosts.  Josiah Arrowloft is now First Ranger." 
 
         "Ah, the last bowmaster." 
 
         "No, King, there is another. Not an Arrowloft.  Michel was adopted by Josiah's grandfather and raised in the order." 
 
         "I see.  Well, whomever Jebrael deems worthy shall be worthy indeed."  This response intrigued Lucretius.  A mystery that a faery king so far away would even know Josiah's grandfather's name, and even compliment him. 
 
         Thalleus and the other centaurs listened intently as Luey related everything he knew about the road-clearing force in Dimwood and the army he flew over earlier.  Thalleus informed him that they had been watching many bands of roaming orcs giving chase to groups of goblins from Darkfrost.  Already several crowds of goblins and some of their orc pursuers had died trying to enter the forest.  Luey told them that Michel and been sent to Shannidar to aid the Ayr and Thalleus pledged that his warriors of the Elms would oppose any more underworlders that tried to cross the plains, any that came out of Dimwood or emerged from the foothills of Darkfrost Peaks. 
 
         They clasped arms and Luey walked back toward his place of descent as the centaurs retreated deeper into the wood.  It was time to move onward to his next assignment and he had some miles to cross before it got dark.  The Borderealm ranger retraced his steps back to where his speckled drake feasted upon the kill.  About two hundred feet away from his steed he looked and saw that it was unmoving.  
 
         The antelope was barely eaten. 
 
         Luey's hairs stood on end.  His awareness intensified, stretching far into the trees around him, amplified by the absolute absence of any noise from the animals of the forest.  Dead silence.  The ranger realized that he was not alone.  
 
         Almost a mile away deeper in the woods Thalleus spun around with his centaurs and galloped maddeningly back toward Luey's position, over seventy warriors brandishing their weapons, following their king. 
 
         The faery king had heard the whisper of the trees. 
 
         Raw instinct had Luey raising his glaive defensively, a sudden reflex saving his life as two black-bladed curved scimitars struck hard the metal-reinforced shaft.  A dark elf with abyssal eyes leapt out from behind a tree, its body encased in murky green armor.  But in Luey's mind the elf was more like a spider, unblinking. 
 
         He and the underworld assassin stood face to face as Luey's legs strangely grew weak and a sharp pain tore through his stomach...and he looked down to see that the elf had two more arms. Like a spider.  Armored hands pulled out the two curved daggers that had been buried in his gut. He watched the four-armed dark elf sheath the two scimitars and two daggers all at the same time. 
 
        Four arms.  He had been tricked into raising his glaive.  He dropped to his knees, aware that a second black elf was standing behind him.  Painlessly, Lucretius calmly watched the whole forest roll over and spin.  When he blinked he found himself looking through grass pressing against his face.  He felt adrift as memories of his brother Abdias flashed through his mind.  
 
         Both Aelvatchi headhunters lifted out of the trees astride their foul wingmordhs into the safety of the sky as the keepers of Wandering Elms galloped closer, too late to rescue the ranger of Borderealm.  
 
         Thalleus discovered his head several feet from his body. 
 
      
 
      
 
              
 
                                          The faeries know the tale, though it be told  
 
                                          best by the wyrms.  Some fifty-two centuries 
 
                                          before the Battle of Ghul-run a young dragon 
 
                                          was unjustly injured by a titan.  In the Titan- 
 
                                          Wyrm War that spread across the whole of  
 
                                          Dagothar, the dragons of the world fell upon  
 
                                          the titans in Bholbash Valley.  Defeated, the 
 
                                          titans fled to a large cavern system in Devil- 
 
                                          spire Mountains.  A place in old gyant speech 
 
                                          called Kag'ar Grul, or...Where Titans Flee. 
 
      
 
                                                                         Annals of Uthril, excava- 
 
                                                                        ted from Barrowen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Devilspire Mountains...Kag'ar Grul of the Bholbash orcs 
 
         A few days ago I was escorted to the interior of Kag'ar Grul Keep.  This huge mountain was the center of Bholbash orc culture, the rulers of most of the Devilspire range.  Only in southern Devilspire did the Bholbash orcs yeild to the sovereignty of the feared axemaster orcs. 
 
         I had been given about an hour with an interpreter to explain to the orc chieftains about the history of the Uprising and the Warlord, his armies of underworld warriors and their present course straight toward Devilspire Mountains.  The history lesson was required because the orcs keep no written records and their own oral traditions are too mythic to be relied upon as historical memory.  Unlike the dwarves, elves, giants and faeries, orcs have lifespans similar to humans, so there were none alive today who experienced those prior wars.  
 
         Those orcs in attendance stood far apart from me.  The chamber was dimly lit by embers in deep bowls suspended from chains but I knew the orcs could see good.  Several older orcs had listened with younger warrior chiefs, local goblin clan leaders, some tall cave ogres and toward the back standing in the darkest shadows was a cyclops giant.  As I was giving my speech three fierce-looking long-haired orcan axemasters entered the chamber and listened.  These figures were the most dangerous in the cavern chamber and they stood proud and undaunted by the glances and stares aimed their way by the hundreds in attendance.  
 
        When I arrived, probably the only human ever to have walked these halls willingly, Matthias was busy flying to the villages, strongholds and surrounding colonies of  orcs, goblins, minataurs, hill giants and some surprisingly civilized rock trolls.  During these trips Matthias was aware that he was being observed by sharp-eyed condor men that never allowed him to approach without ascending rapidly to altitudes that he could not follow.  I had assigned the gauntleteer the task of bringing them all under the leadership of the Bholbash orcs for mutual protection, knowing this would further please the Bholbash elders.  Some of these groups were defiant and unruly.  
 
         But that was many days ago.  Now I stood in a vast congregation cavern with a center outcrop of rock flattened for a platform.  Many stone benches were provided for seating and they were full of orcs, mainly commanders and chieftains with leaders also from Dijin Castle and Ebrog Pass, two mighty valley fortresses.  The only cavern ceiling supports were three massive pillars of twisting stone left standing after this natural cavern once home to titans had been carved wider by the orcs over hundreds of generations.  
 
         Though we Borderealm rangers are usually despised by the orcs, by almost all attending this gathering in fact, we are nonetheless respected.  Seen with suspicion and contempt on the one side, we were regarded for our exploits on the other.  The orcs were in the habit of exaggeration and the tales they told among themselves of our exploits have little semblance with reality.  No rangers had committed any hostile acts toward the orcs in a very long time, since the three ancient Devilspire Invasions when the orcs invaded the plains of Feymark'ul.  But they didn't recall this, far it was beyond their memory.  What they did remember, though, was a treaty the Borderealm rangers secured for them with the scorpinids of Splinterdark that had sought to eradicate them.  Foolish orcs raided Splinterdark forest and incurred the wrath of the 
Mound Barons.  Countless scorpinid soldiers and drones, a host formerly under the spell of the Shadowitch who was now dead, poured into the mountains of Devilspire and terrified the orcs.  
 
         In but two days the orcs lost their valley and were holed up inside this mountain keep until the rangers during my grandfather's day secured for them the treaty, the scorpinids returning to their woodland haunts assured that they would see no more orcs under their trees. 
 
         The orc elders remember my grandfather.  His name was Jebrael Arrowloft, also a Caerean bowmaster.  He raised me in the order and even adopted Michel.  My father did not protest, a woodcutter.  He and I were never close.  My mother died at my birth and he had taken it very hard, from what I was told years later.  A few years after Michel's training was complete, grandfather died, seven years ago at the age of seventy-three.  By orc tradition I was guaranteed protection because I was of the seed of the Peace Bringer.  Matthias did not come inside the mountain for no such protection extended to him.  Trevor was at Dretchwold Hills with the lizardfolk.  Luey went to Wandering Elms and should now be travelling east.  Michel was at Shannidar, going to Sigils Arch.  Abdias was heading home, and going to Deckers Port, the closest civilized town of humans outside of Arborealm.  
 
         The Bholbash orcs were represented in full by over two dozen chieftains.  Also in attendance were goblins, other orcs, ogres and hill giants allied to the Bholbash orcs.  Another group represented was made up of cave ogres, hill giants, some minataurs, two cyclopes and hunchback rock trolls.  The cyclopes had war paint around their single eye like a black sunburst.  The minataurs wore shaggy skins with odd symbols etched and painted on their horns.  The giants wore sewn lion skins.  
 
         A third group consisted of nine orcs in heavy armor all having masterwork hatchets strapped to their backs.  These orcs were taller, heavier than the Bholbash orcs, a different breed with long skulls and eyes that conveyed a much higher intelligence.  All nine of them had their stringy, thick locks of black hair tied back in tails behind their heads. 
 
         Axemasters. 
 
         They were the most dreaded of all orcs.  Supreme among warriors, barbarians and soldiers, they were feared by all who had been unfortuante enough to have them as enemies.  Their battle prowess was legendary, admitted by the dwarves who hated them and the elves who feared them. Though I have never witnessed an axemaster fight, Matthias had told me stories of the slaughter they effected in the past.  Cavin Knightshade was the only one of us who had personally watched an axemaster in battle and he assured us at Conclave a few years ago that even Poltyria raised no men who could equal the feats he saw.  Cavin is an expert swordsman. 
 
         When my eyes adjusted I had found it interesting that there were gathered here a small collection of athradoc.  These were better known as dark faeries.  Most of them lived in the forests of Dimwood, Splinterdark, Treehelm, in the Silapenti swamps and jungles, in Feyknot-on-the-Water and a few were known to reside in secluded areas of Arborealm.  But these dwelt here in Devilspire Mountains and I had never come across them before.  There were panlike satyrs with blackish wrinkled skin and sharp barbed spears, a few long-haired goat centaurs with two-handed maces, bows and arrows and shortswords harnessed to their waists.  A female centaur stood with them, bags hanging from her flanks and a ceremonial knife slung across her breasts.  Standing among them were two feathered condor men that we rangers had seen often in our travels but never encountered.  A lone figure that appeared to be made of rocks like an elemental stared at the assembly with yellow unblinking eyes.   I had never seen anyone like him before.  
 
         A large silver-haired orc rippled with muscle stood on the platform.  He raised his staff which was topped with the skull of his predecessor.  By long tradition the Great Orc's symbol of rule was the skull of the Great Orc he defeated to gain the position.  The cavern quietened . He spoke slowly to the assembly and paused, allowing the many translators to convey his words in goblin, giant and sylvan.  None cared to translate to me but I took no offense.  I understood sylvan, which was relayed through a condor man who understood giant.  
 
         I looked around at the nods the leaders of various groups gave when the Great Orc looked their way.  The Bholbash orcs were more organized than I thought.  The whole cavern knew what they were facing.  Many among the crowd gathered took turns speaking.  This went on for a good while and much of it I missed because the words were not conveyed in giant all the time, so the condor man translating for the athradoc faeries did not speak.  Eventually I perceived that an argument was occurring and suddenly all eyes turned on the group of silent axemasters.  
 
         When one of the axemasters slightly nodded whatever was being contended, ended.  
 
         After an hour or so of speeches, questioning, reports and planning, the Great Orc raised again his staff and the entire cavern erupted deafeningly in yelling and the clashing of weapons, boots, feet, hooves and claws.  Howls, grunts, gutteral shouts and the gnashing of teeth added to the noise. 
 
         I knew then that the Bholbash Alliance was born.  
 
         As others began emptying out of the mountainhold the female orc interpreter I had spoken with days earlier appeared again at my side.  
 
         "It be done...we fights together."  Her words were syllable-by-syllable but easily understood. 
 
        "What was all the talk about?" 
 
        "Many see things...animals in Dimwood flee...goblins of Darkfrost gone...killed...many fires in the west...battles...giants from underworld seen...black elves on monsters fly at night...condors see fifty burning villages...chiefs say rangers to be trusted...strange-colored dragon flies by day...all think there be five or seven armies...many refuse Bholbash leaders...Great Orc not trusted...they will follow axemasters..."  
 
         At hearing this I now understood all that I had witnessed.  Evidently the enemies of the orcs of Devilspire still refused to ally totally to the Bholbash orcs, but as the axemasters were revered, feared and respected by all, they would join the alliance only if led by them.  
 
         As I made my way out of Kag'ar Grul I wondered how the others were faring. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
       
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                                             All of Dimwood was awed by their exodus.   
 
                                             The whole race of  Silthani elves departed the  
 
                                             wood of their nativity and resettled in the plains 
 
                                             of Shannidar, so named after the ruling family 
 
                                             they followed.  Here did the elves erect great 
 
                                             citadels.  The city of Sigils Arch was built to 
 
                                             rival even Nimbolc of the dwarves and Talan 
 
                                             Dathar of men. 
 
                                                                             inlaid green quartz inscript- 
 
                                                                             ion in old sylvan ruins of 
 
                                                                             Feymark'ul 
 
      
 
      
 
    Citadels of Shannidar 
 
         Michel looked down in dismay from the upper balcony of the old fortress.  The underworld army of hornback orcs marched in ranks and the sight was unsettling.  Orcs were not supposed to be so disciplined.  Altogether their were about eight thousand enemy troops on the ground.  But somewhere unseen was an aerial cavalry.  The others along the balcony stared quietly down at the approaching enemy. 
 
      
 
         The Borderealm ranger had arrived two days ago and informed the Ayr about all those things discussed at Conclave.  The Ayr, known by other faery races as the Noble Ones, were a very protective species of faery shapechangers that often acted as guardians over others in need of their vigilance.  A race as lethal as they were benevolent.   These were a very old race dating to times when unicorns were still found in the forests and pegasi on the winds.  
 
      
 
         But time did not favor them and they were now a diminishing breed.   Their numbers were largely made up of dark-furred, slender humanoid women with feline features that could change into large black panthers.  The apanthoi.  The second largest group of Ayr were the hawkmen, the only Noble Ones that could fly.  The third group and least populous were the dangerous bruun, ferocious bear shapechangers that towered over the others.  The fourth and last group of surviving Ayr numbered only two, the ariels, lionlike leaders of the Ayr.  The two brothers were the leaders of the Ayr, Eganosh being the more prominent, and Alaryel.  Gone were the weasel, the owl and the sparrowen.  The Ayr have cousins in the outlands of Borderealm but they were never considered to be Noble Ones.  The closest kin were the now wicked and infamous Magrar of Gnosh.  
 
      
 
         The Noble Ones earned their epithet from a lengthy history of settling disputes and rescueing those in peril, seeing wayfarers safely through their territories.  A forgotten race of elves beyond the memory of men had constructed the citadels on the plains of Shannidar and built the vast city of Sigils Arch.  Long ago, after the departure of the Silthani, the Ayr occupied the ruins throughout Shannidar and only small parts of the ruinous metropolis.  Living in the west, the Ayr never forgot their home in Everleaf, with Elderboughs.  
 
      
 
         Michel and many of the Ayr had taken up a position in the far northern citadel in preparation of the oncoming invaders.  From the parapets the ranger knew they were not going to hold the underworlders back.  They were outmatched and heavily outnumbered.  A foreboding silence pressed down upon them as they soberly watched the assorted hosts. 
 
      
 
         Tall, armored dusk giants walked heavily among battleworn ogres, hornhulk knights in mageguards protecting draconian warsorcers and dark elven warlocks.  Little creatures with large helmets tended entire lines of seige engines that were still being moved closer to the citadel.  Two separate cavalries of riders on two distinctly different kinds of animals were grouped in front of a legion of about six thousand underworld orcs.  The presence of enemy wizards did not trouble the Ayr for they were of very great antiquity, their pedigree guaranteeing them to be immune to almost every form of magic. 
 
      
 
         But the six-legged beasts with wide, tooth-filled mouths were alarming.  Their scent was alien and full of death.  The apanthoi along the walls studied the monsters and then looked at one another searchingly.  They had lived and experienced millennia, and had never encountered such vile, crypt-smelling beasts.  
 
      
 
        Hawkmen scouts flew in and reported a camp a few miles away filled with winged goblins, blackish four-armed elves and large, ugly dragonoid steeds with flat faces that vaguely resembled gigantic bats.  Another hawkman reported that a second underworld army was approaching but was a couple of days away and hindered because it had to defend its flanks from assaults by war bands of centaurs led by King Thalleus of Wandering Elms.  With the speed and strength of horses, the centaurs were hard to deal with.  
 
      
 
         Though very old and proud the Ayr were not haughty, guided always by an innate wisdom in recognizing things for what they were as opposed to how they seemed.  With a natural affinity toward and respect for the rangers of Borderealm, they listened to Michel intently.  The Noble Ones perceived things deeper than the words they heard, reading into the souls of others details many others miss.  They knew Michel to be the youngest of the rangers though he was much wiser than his years. 
 
      
 
         "We must sacrifice the citadel to secure Sigils Arch," Michel said.  "As we do this we must also convince them that we are making a stand, not actually fleeing."  The beautiful warrioress apanthoi pressed in around the ranger listening.  
 
      
 
         "Explain, please," requested Durina, a pantheress who stood closest to the human.  
 
      
 
         "There is little to save here but ruins.  The threat is to Sigils Arch.  Not the city, it is too vast to defend and we are too few," Michel replied, unaware of the profound respect they felt for him as he included himself as one of them.  "Those at the Arch need time to prepare and plan and we are in position to slow down the enemy." 
 
      
 
         "What do you propose, Michel?" asked Soaroch, a leader of the hawkmen who spoke several tongues, including human dialects no longer used.  Beside the hawkman Durina watched Michel with her catlike eyes, studying him.  Michel noticed her scrutiny and took in her beauty, her elven feline features, knowing these women were capable of great violence.  Their sensuous bodies were covered in a fine coat of dark fur.  
 
      
 
         "We must attack them before they begin to seige.  By wits not force we can rid them of their chief advantages in what threatens the Arch the most." 
 
      
 
         "And what is that?" asked one of the other pantheresses, round eyes split with dark pupils. Beside her Durina continued boldly staring into Michel's eyes. 
 
      
 
         "Uh...well, Sigils Arch is a mighty stronghold no army can take without war machines, giants and wizards."  Hearing the rangers words the two apanthoi women looked at each other, suddenly realizing that six thousand orcs in armor did not look so intimidating any more. The older pantheress looked back over the plain at the advancing army.  She spoke. 
 
      
 
         "Then we must destroy those engines, fell those giants and slay the mages."  Her statement received nods from the others as Michel found himself lost in the eyes of a feline vixen.  There would be no debate among the Ayr.  As Michel and Durina were very far away the others formulated a plan and dispersed in haste. 
 
      
 
                                                                       * * * * *  
 
      
 
         General Garru of Legion Four stood with his subcommanders.  Puzzled, he looked out over the flat plain between his army and the crumbling citadel.   Something was wrong.  
 
      
 
         About thirteen hundred slender females bearing no weapons left the safety of their walls to fall out in to the open plain.  And they were approaching his host.  They were spread out walking briskly toward them in the grasses.  
 
      
 
         A true bloodborn orc, Garru was not proficient at solving mysteries, but took a certain comfort in following orders.  Had the Warlord miscalculated? he worried.  Was this an army of witches?  He had never before encountered such a tactical challenge.  There wasn't a female in all of Legion Four.  To portray more confidence than he felt, he had barked orders but was now thinking that he had made a mistake.  
 
      
 
         Beyond the walking army of women stood the old and cracked citadel.  It was obviously once an impressive collection of towers, ramparts, balconies and walls but had over ages fallen into disrepair.  There was no real way it could be defended against his legion.  His deepset eyes refocused on the plain between the fortress and his troops.  The umberslog herd had been unleashed and were plunging forward in a stampede of chaos, tearing up the plain in their passage.  The herd erupted into howls at nearing the crowd of slender, dark-skinned females. Behind the slogs, just then taking off in pursuit, were groups of heavy hammertaurs and their orcan riders.  The third wave remained still.  These were the lightning-fast basilaks. 
 
      
 
         The umberslogs closed in on the enemy women and General Garru gulped when he saw them change . It was fluid, quiet, seemingly effortless.   The entire force of walking women transformed in to thirteen hundred very large black panthers.  
 
      
 
         In a breath they sprinted like cheetahs through the mass of raging slogs.  Garru stood rigidly mouth agape watching in disbelief as his umberslogs continued stampeding toward the castle walls as the panthers raced right through them and into the ranks of the surprised hammertaurs. 
 
    In the tall plains grasses orc riders were suddenly torn bloodily out of their saddles by wickedly sharp claws and fangs, half of the hammertaurs losing their riders in seconds.  The basilaks then catapulted forward with orcs waving sabers on their backs.  Before they could arrive not one rider sat astride a hammertaur.  The beasts had calmed, no longer guided by masters.  
 
      
 
         When the basilaks shot forward at terrific speeds several erupted into bloodied ribbons along their flanks from the talons of vicious apanthoi, others lost riders in a blink as panthers leapt onto them while their steeds continued onward.  Mostly the Ayr sprinted through them to their objective. 
 
      
 
         General Garru watched numbly as the storm of panthers advanced rapidly having outfoxed the slogs, hammertaurs and basilaks.  The menacing apanthoi approached Legion Four at breakneck speeds straight toward the lines of war machines where the pigmy goblin engineers and dusk giants were setting their equipment.  Half of the artillary wasn't even loaded yet. 
 
      
 
         "Summon the headhunters!"  Garru screamed at a horn-carrying orc and the bloodborn herald blew three strong long notes.  Far away at camp the black elves ran to their wingmordhs as pteragaunts lifted into the sky. 
 
      
 
         Behind the seige engine brigades was a picket line of mageguards protecting the ten Aelvatchi warlocks and draconian warsorcers.  The mageguards were made up of hornhulk knights with tower shields and orcan standard bearers.  Behind the mage line were positioned the goblin archer brigades and then six thousand hornback orcs spread out into their companies.  
 
      
 
         General Garru groaned at the sight of the enemy along the walls over the plain dropping spears and rocks on his maddened slogs.  Out of the sky descended about two hundred giant hawks upon his unsuspecting cavalry which had already sustained many losses.  All of the hammertaurs and half of the basilaks were without riders and he watched helplessly as hawks shredded them apart with their talons . Some were lifted high in the air to plummet to their deaths.  As orcs were ripped from their mounts the dumb animals were rendered useless, wandering about in no particular directions.  Garru had not anticipated needing his aerial cavalry.  
 
      
 
         Each of the war wizards were provided four standard bearers who held up poles imbued with layers of enchantments.  When all four poles were held up a powerful, invisible barrier, a shield, repelled all arrows, spears, javalins, thrown stones or any missiles as long as they were not magical.  The barrier even reduced noise so the spellcasters inside it would not be distracted. Though this was an effective protection against objects, living creatures could pass right through it.  For this reason the wizards were provided with a mageguard of hornhulk knights, the largest breed of underworld orc.  
 
      
 
         Sometimes the barrier was so strong that it diminished spells so the war mages would signal to the bearers when to lower the standards so they could release their spells quickly.  Once their magics were casted the standard bearers would instantly raise the poles again to bring up the shielding barrier.  There were ten of these battlemages in the front line with another ten at the rear of the hornback army.  All of their hornhulk knights were heavily outfitted in ringmail armor.  
 
      
 
         It was this line of ten mages that attacked the oncoming panthers.  As the pagai wailed for protection at the sight of the large black cats, the titan ogres and dusk giants dropped what they were doing to pick up weapons.  The draconian mercenary warsorcers and dark elf warlocks hurled a shocking storm of bright streams of liquid fire, globes of pulsating light, shadowy bolts of lightning, blue beams of spinning whirls and orange pulsating spheres that detonated loudly. The grasses of the plain flash burned into ash erupting into a fiery brown wall of chaos as  pillars of soil shot upward like mushroom geysers in a dirty waterfall.  The standards raised back up as the wizards watched the earthen cloud of debris that had formed two hundred feet in front of the panicking seige engine brigades.  
 
                
 
         For several long seconds the enemy could not be seen through the maelstrom.  
 
      
 
         Round-eyed pigmy goblins looking through the eye holes of their iron helms screamed in terror as General Garru and his subcommanders watched in awe and fear as the crowd of rampaging panthers burst through the blasted area and back out in the open to lunge directly into Legion Four.  Garru knew then that these were witches that no magic could touch.  
 
      
 
         Shrieks on the front lines were abruptly cut off by fangs and talons.  The panthers set upon the titan ogres and dusk giants ignoring that they stood like towering monoliths over the plain.  Garru watched as the Taran ogre kin of the Warlord were ripped apart.  He could hear his own heart beating in anticipation of the Warlord's punishment.  Out of nowhere one of the sneaky headhunters appeared waving all four of his arms and barking orders for the orc companies to charge.  The Aelvatchi elf's voice sounded as if very far away.  
 
      
 
         General Garru felt numb, looking out over the scene as though he observed the world through another's eyes as panthers viciously slaughtered pagai as every single titan ogre fell under writhing masses of black panthers.  Ogres were dragged bellowing to the ground where they remained, bitten, torn and shredded to lifeless ruins.  Dark sinewy cats leapt up and climbed the armored dusk giants like they were fungalwood trees of Hollowrealm swamps.  The duskim roared in pain and for every panther plucked off and squeezed to death four to seven more clawed their way up the giant's legs, waist, back and neck, chewing flesh between and under armor. 
 
      
 
         A frantic dusk giant stood swinging back and forth two broken seige engines batting cats into bloodied masses of dark fur as two other giants tumbled hard to the ground kicking and screaming hideously at the feral violence they suffered.  A giant snatched a panther and threw her high into the air and then screeched and looked at his own hand in disbelief.  Bone was visible through the claw-shredded flesh.  He stood still watching blood flow across his mangled hand when a black panther appeared from behind on his shoulder, quickly reached a black-furred arm across his face and clawed out a large gooey orb from his skull.  The giant wailed as the pantheress leapt away with his eye.  His loss was only minor compared to his life, which he lost a moment later as he stumbled under the assault of a score of Ayr.  Garru watched as the colossus ceased kicking. 
 
      
 
         The wizards were now in full panic and their retreat was hindered by the press of six thousand hornback orcs ordered to move in by the Aelvatchi dark elf.  As the last pigmy goblins, titan ogres, slave ogres and dusk giants were chewed to death, half of the surviving apanthoi women changed back into their humanoid forms and disabled the seige equipment, breaking machines. 
 
    The other half, still pantheresses, surprised the mageguards by a sudden burst of speed that allowed them to leap over the hornhulks to land firmly inside the protected standard bearer shields.  As the draconian warsorcers and Aelvatchi warlords had just released their attack spells they had no time to cast anew, nowhere to retreat out in the open.  Though the Ayr were obviously immune to magic the wizards could have been able to employ enchantments to escape. All ten mages died screaming under the fury of the Noble Ones. 
 
      
 
         With their objective fulfilled and too many orcs rushing in, the apanthoi retreated.  Injured Ayr changed back into slender females and laid across the backs of the stronger pantheresses. Over a thousand apanthoi survived the bold venture leaving General Garru in a daze with a sickening taste in his mouth. 
 
      
 
         Dread. 
 
      
 
                                                                      * * * * * 
 
      
 
         The evacuation was nearly complete.  The Borderealm ranger's plan had been effective and was a brilliant exercise of misdirection.  All of the citadels throughout Shannidar were connected to Sigils Arch by long stone-lined tunnels beneath the plains, designed by the Silthani elves so long ago.   The umberslogs stampeded right into the keep because the gates were left open. Hawkmen they pursued then fled on foot through the lower casemate as the slogs gave chase all the way up the stairs of the central tower.  
 
      
 
         Michel and the bruun sealed off the entrances and exits and reinforced the stone portals with pieces of crumbled architecture locking the six-legged beasts inside the confines of the tower. The bearlike Ayr roared challengingly through archer's murder holes enraging the slogs trapped inside and quickly the mindless monsters began turning on each other.  Those still in the courtyard unable to fit in the donjon howled and gnashed their teeth as bruun dropped fragmented pillars, parts of old walls and boulders on top of them from the safety of the inner court wall ramparts   A couple umberslogs struggled to free themselves from large spears thrown from above that transfixed them to the hard-packed earth that had for thousands of years layered the flagstone floor of the court.  
 
      
 
         The hawkmen departed the castle flying in two groups that separated into opposite directions. One group made themselves seen by the oncoming aerial forces of the enemy who were led by the dangerous Aelvatchi hunters riding wingmordhs.  These hawkmen flew so as to be almost caught by their pursuers, drawing them eastward and away from the battle.  
 
      
 
         Before the cunning dark elf assassins realized the deception they were too far off to stop the low-flying group of hawkmen further west from swooping down to pick off hornback pursuers trying to chase the injured apanthoi women in the rear along the ground running back to the castle.  The pantheresses not encumbered with the injured and still up for a fight, on their return to the citadel, fell upon the basilaks and hammertaurs viciously, causing them to panic and run about futily attempting to escape the Ayr.  Without their orc riders these animals stood no chance and the plain filled with their lifeless bodies.  When the Aelvatchi realized they had been drawn away, the hawks in unison exploded with astonishing speed flying straight up to heights no underworlders could follow.  The black elves regarded their enemy anew and made sure to remember to relate these details to the Warlord. 
 
      
 
         Miles away underneath the rolling flatlands of Shannidar on their underground march toward Sigils Arch, the apanthoi and bruun hastened to join the main body of their kind.  Toward the rear Michel walked between two slender apanthoi women, holding their hands for he could not see in the dark of the tunnel.  
 
      
 
         "Today you are a Noble One, ranger Michel," said the pantheress Durina, holding his right hand.   Her sylvan was simple and clear and Michel realized that he understood the woodland speech better among them than when conversing with Josiah.  Both had been taught by Jebrael, but only Josiah moved among the faeries to ever really employ this speech. 
 
      
 
         "Thank you.  Though I'd like to think that I've always been noble."  He could not see the cat woman looking up and down his body. 
 
      
 
         "You are handsome, too.  Do you have a lover, ranger Michel?"   In the dark she giggled, Michel not realizing she found the look on his face funny.   In the blackness of the tunnel she moved close beside him and locked her arm around his back. 
 
      
 
         "My name is Durina." 
 
      
 
                                                                         * * * * * 
 
      
 
         Several hours later General Garru, one eye totally swollen shut, sat on the ground wrapped in a barbed chain that bit into his flesh.  His mouth was gagged and he was petrified with fear. Legion Four was in ceremonial formation as he remained still before the host, cowering. 
 
      
 
         Out of nowhere had appeared the Enforcer. 
 
      
 
         Gorloshi was thirteen feet tall, about a foot and a half taller that the Warlord himself.   A crimson and yellow scaled mandrake, his own lineage boasted half dragon and half something else.   Draconian or dark elf.  He wore rough wrought-iron armor over his dense dragonscale hide and carried a cursed longsword called Mortal Wounding.  A single blow from this weapon was terrible enough, but when a victim was struck by the blade a second time, the pain and damage from the first blow was combined with it.  Few survived a third strike.  
 
      
 
         Gorloshi the Enforcer served only the Warlord and if a poll was ever conducted it would have discovered that the Enforcer was more feared than the Taran Tyrant.  Gorloshi had been sent to retrieve General Garru and assess the damage to Legion Four after a witch among the draconian camp of the Taran army led by the Warlord personally had received word by witchery of the disastrous losses due to Garru's ill-planning.  And after seeing for himself the condition of the legion, Gorloshi knew the Warlord would not be pleased.  
 
      
 
         Half, or ten of the war wizards were dead though their mageguards were untouched.  Every single titan ogre, the taran kin of the Warlord himself, was killed.  The dusk giants were all dead save one.  The survivor was blind with an arm hanging loosely by bone.  Gorloshi ran him through twice to kill him as the silent army watched on.  The seige engines were ruined and most of the pagai had been slaughtered.  The entire hammertaur and basilak cavalries were murdered,  for these deaths did not tell the tale of battle.  The priceless umberslogs had not returned but were found confined in the enemy ruins...all dead, having devoured one another.  
 
      
 
         The dead of their adversaries numbered two hundred women.  
 
      
 
         Legion Four now consisted of six thousand warrior orcs, ten mages with doubled guards and the aerial cavalry of pteragaunts led by the dark elf headhunters.  The Enforcer commanded the headhunter subcommander to await Legion Five which was at that moment finishing up their controversy with the centaurs of Wandering Elms.  General Imok would lead the combined legions and march on Sigils Arch.  The brutal mandrake looked down at the former orc general. 
 
      
 
         "Come, Garru," he uttered, reaching down with a claw to effortlessly pick the bloodborn orc off the ground by the chains.  "Its time to give the Master your report."  
 
      
 
        Later that afternoon Garru was fed to the slogs in the Taran army. 
 
      
 
    Dretchwold Hills 
 
      
 
         The lizardfolk were a hard people to read.  Their facial expressions never change.  One had to judge by their actions the thoughts of their mind.  And right now Trevor Sindair III did not like what he was seeing.  The Borderealm ranger cursed under his breath. 
 
      
 
         Earlier in the afternoon as he was aloft he looked down on trains of lizardmen mobilizing for war.  He naturally assumed that they learned somehow of the Warlord's approach.  After Conclave he had thought back to everything he had heard and his mind wandered to thoughts of Cavin Knightshade.  Their former First Ranger was indeed secretive but now Trevor suspected that Cavin had not at all been up to something sinister.  Maybe he had met an untimely end.  If he had made it to Talan Dathar then he might have been captured or killed by the underworlders. Two days ago he and Luey had separated since having flown together from Feymark'ul.  He wondered what Thalleus, king of Wandering Elms, was like. 
 
      
 
         But right now, standing rigidly in front of the shamans and chieftains, Trevor realized his error.  Icy premonition coursed through his being.  
 
      
 
         He had walked into the court of the enemy.  
 
      
 
         Casually looking around him without giving himself away, Trevor glanced about now seeing the evidence that only moments ago he ignored.  The folk warriors lined the walls gripping tight their spears, long poles with wicked barbs at their tips, no doubt poinsoned.  Dozens had followed him down into the underground burrow-chamber and stood in a crowd at the only exit available to him.   What appeared to be elite guards were standing on the sides of the main shaman who was sitting on a crude chair and holding a bone rattle.  On a raised platform of earth next to him sat the high chief.  The elite lizardmen guardians wore tusked masks and necklaces of finger bones.   Trevor remained still, pretending to suspect nothing, wary of the move he knew was to come.  
 
      
 
         "We hate Ayr..." spat the translator as the shaman shook his bone rattle.  It was the anticipated signal and Trevor knew it.  His attempt to convince the lizardfolk to aid the Ayr of Shannidar where Michel flew to, had failed.  
 
      
 
         With inhuman efficiency the lizardfolk were totally unprepared for, the Borderealm ranger, a bladesmaster and expert knifethrower, jerked his wrist three quick times releasing tumbling knives from his baldric in a blur.  The bone rattle dropped to the dirt floor as the shaman gasped round-eyed and clutching its throat.  A knife was buried in its neck to the hilt.  The chieftain squawked in pain and surprise, looking down at a knife handle protruding from its torso.  He folded over with a hiss.  An elite guard trying to step forward caught the third knife in its face and went down without a jerk or sound.  
 
      
 
         As a fourth raised its spear it fell to its knees screaming, a knife buried in its left eye.  A fifth tried to run Trevor through but missed after pitching sideways with a knife sunk into its belly. The sixth knife folded a lizardman between him and the door.  The entire chamber of reptillian folk paused, startled.  The suddeness of the ranger's death-dealing was unbelievable. 
 
      
 
         Trevor did not hesitate like the lizardfolk had.  He withdrew the two machetes hung from his belt, aimed, then tossed them with fatal accuracy.  Two more lizard warriors fell writhing, neither dead instantly.  As the miniture hatchets sank into the reptillian flesh of his victims, Trevor unsheathed his two scimitars and stood as still as a statue in the center of the chamber, barely breathing.  In the space of a breath he had taken down eight of their number.  The folk were about to find that Trevor Sindair III was an adept with his scimitars and a master at two-handed fighting. 
 
      
 
    As the warriors stepped forward and pointed their spears, spreading out to surround him completely, they began to slowly advance.  Trapped in the underground burrow chamber, Trevor knew he would not make it to the outside by killing all of the folk.  The only way to escape was to make them get in each other's way.  
 
      
 
         While they closed in with the confidence of greater numbers, Trevor lunged to the left and with a series of blurring slashes at precision angles rendered the lizardfolk spears into sticks.  The spearheads tumbled to the dirt.  With a rapid agile twist of double-arm strokes and reverse diagonal slashes, first two, then four of the reptiles blinked to look down in horror at the bleeding stumps at the end of their arms.  
 
      
 
         Clawed hands still gripping spears thudded on the floor.  
 
      
 
         Pivoting with a left-handed horizontal slash he cut down two spears thrusted toward him and then with a right follow-up he severed an arm.  Instinct drove him to crouch down low as he spun around to meet the five spears from the other side as five warriors sought to run him through from behind.  Almost sitting on the floor in a powerful twist he chopped through all five spears with his left sword in a backswing while at the same time slashing bloody cuts across the upper thighs of all five unsuspecting lizardmen.  The bamboo spears were lethal when thrusting but to Trevor's steel they were weeds too easily severed. 
 
      
 
         The Borderealm ranger effectively hedged himself within a semi-circle of weaponless and wounded lizardfolk who formed a wall between the human and those other warriors uninjured and the army still trying to get at him.  But the doorway out was still blocked and reptillian enemies came charging at him with reckless abandon. 
 
      
 
         Trevor ran right into them, blades first.  Lizard warriors gasped, tried to pull back, stumbled over themselves and one another, fell down, were shoved forward by those behind them, squeaked in high-pitched fright, tumbled to the dirt in pieces as the twin scimitars hacked, slashed, impaled, eviscerated, severed and decapitated the reptiles as the hated human cleaved through them like a god through demons. 
 
      
 
         Trevor faught solely by instinct as the beautiful image of his elven lover's face passed through his mind.  Weolah of Everleaf.  Her face was replaced with that of a leathery lizard warrior screaming with blood squirting from both of its shoulders.  The vertical downward passes of his scimitars had cleanly removed his arms. 
 
      
 
         A spearpoint struck Trevor's armored back.  The reinforced leather held mostly but the pointy tip of the spear pieced his skin and flesh.  Though the assailant believed the strike was unsuccessful, Trevor felt the pain but it did not diminish his onslaught.  He switched the grip on his right sword and reverse-impales his attacker while stepping backward unexpectedly.  The lizardman grunted, fell backward dropping his spear.  None noticed the blood on its tip.  He did not begin thrashing about screaming until he hit the floor.  Trevor faught on, remembering the somber words of Matthias at Conclave... 
 
      
 
         ...at the end of the war only one Borderealm ranger was left alive. 
 
      
 
         In a primal flurry of steel chaos Trevor Sindair III felt his consciousness resonate with his environment, extending beyond his body and down the length of his blades.  The curved swords were no longer mere weapons but extensions of himself.  
 
      
 
         Reptillian claws, arms and heads were separated from their hosts as a continual spray of blood anointed the ranger.  The hesitant warriors no longer advanced but panicked trying to escape his fury.  Slaughtered.  The lizardfolk all knew the tales of the valor of the rangers of Borderealm and those closest to the human knew they would not escape him unwounded.  So many in the past had tried to kill these mighty men and were punished for the trespass. 
 
      
 
         Trevor faught with eyes unfocused and his body followed patterns perfected from antiquity. He was a direct descendant of the bowmasters of Caedoria, as all Caereans were, and the dreaded accuracy of the bowmaster was present in the swings of his steel. 
 
      
 
         Those trying to escape him along his flanks and behind him, he let go.  But those caught in the press trying to get out of the burrow chamber were blocking his own escape so he hacked into them with fervor.  At the edge of his perception he noticed that some of the lizardmen had been speared to death by their own frenzied people.  Without mercy, he cut them down in clearing the stepped entrance.  Daylight began to filter down the stair.  Two more bodies collapsed, run through by scimitars.   More light.  
 
      
 
         Three folk moved out of his way fleeing the stair upward.   The way cleared and none behind him advancing, Trevor ascended and stepped out into the later afternoon light.  
 
      
 
         Surrounding the burrow entrance was another gathering of lizard warriors with spears, clubs and rusty old swords captured from orcs.  They kept their distance but still tried to contain him. A spear flew right by his head, then a second a little higher, that impaled a lizard man on the other side of the circle.  Unable to see his drake because of the folk, Trevor plunged into the mass swinging in the direction of his steed. 
 
      
 
            Three brave warriors stood out to oppose his passage and the others squawked in surprise when all three of them fell apart.  Not one of them had screamed as the ranger's blades whistled and passed through their bodies.  The ranger moved forward nearing his drake.  Another lizardfolk warrior spit up blood and fell aside as others moved out of the way.  Trevor whirled and swung keeping them at bay, the tip of his left blade cleaving through a shoulder bone.  
 
      
 
         And then a strange thing happened. 
 
      
 
        Stepping forward and running through another warrior in the way with his right sword, he aimed his left at another victim standing too close when suddenly his blade collided in the air with another.  It was another scimitar, curved but forged of some dark metal. 
 
      
 
         Over the crowd he heard the distinct hiss of pain from his mountaindrake. 
 
      
 
         Lizardfolk moved out of the way as a four-armed black elf with three dark scimitars stood before Trevor.  Over eighty feet behind the headhunter he saw a second Aelvatchi elf pull two blades out of his drake's neck.  He looked at the underworld elf in darkjade armor.  Its three curved swords were made of a strange, purple metal. 
 
      
 
         The Borderealm ranger spun instantly slashing horizontally at the assassin.  When the attack was parried Trevor found his own swords vibrating terribly at the contact with the purple scimitars.  He noticed that the dark elf's weapons did not shake.  The ranger's second swing was blocked and again the humming effect vibrated his swords. 
 
      
 
         What sort of metal is harder than steel?  
 
      
 
         The headhunter's own attack was immediate.  One, two, three, four swings of his blades, all precise and perfectly timed.  All four of them parried by the human ranger.  Five, six, seven, two steps forward, eight, nine- Trevor expertly blocked and pushed away the incredibly fast attacks and took a couple steps backward as the dark elf advanced as two scimitars ripped through his back and pushed out of his stomach having penetrated the leather from back to front. 
 
      
 
         Trevor looked down at two purplish blades sticking out of his torso.  He tried to inhale but found he could not.  At the realization, excruciating pain tore through his body as blood spilled out of his open mouth.  The weapons were pulled back out with ease and Trevor collapsed to the ground with thoughts of Cavin Knightshade passing through the foggy recesses of his memory.  
 
    As he died on the ground in Dretchwold Hills the third headhunter who had murdered him turned as a fourth dark elf emerged from out of the underground burrow chamber it had investigated. The elf told the other three of the carnage effected by the ranger upon the lizardfolk.  
 
      
 
         "He faught with skill.  None have ever defended themselves with two arms as he had done," remarked the Aelvatchi who had faced him.  One of the black elves reached down and opened the dead ranger's eyes.  They looked in alarm at the palest green eyes. 
 
      
 
         "The report is true.  These rangers are kin to the Barad-ai."  The headhunters stood in a tight group pondering this.  The Barad-ai were the greatest and most hated enemies of all Hollowrealm.  The Deep Men.  A race of humans that had adapted to the ways of the underworld and even after a series of wars with several races attempting to oust, enslave or eradicate them, the Barad-ai not only survived, but thrived.   All feared to be captured by them for it was certain death to be taken into their infamous training dungeons.  
 
      
 
         And the eyes of these surface rangers were those of the Deep Men.  The three other dark elves descended into the burrow chamber to see for themselves what the human had done.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
            
 
            
  
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                                           I live in a world of beauty.  Borderealm and beyond 
 
                                           are vast frontiers.  We rangers have never seen it all. 
 
                                           Cavin has told us of the cities and castles of Poltyria, 
 
                                           of baronies and townships teeming with people.  
 
                                           They call us simple, folk of the Old Country, laugh- 
 
                                           ing at our traditions.  Smirking, they know that elves  
 
                                           do not exist.  Cavin's people do not believe that  
 
                                           faeries live, that dwarven races thrive and carve 
 
                                           mountains into mansions...orcs are fables to scare 
 
                                           children and giants are but the stuff of legend.  He  
 
                                           served Poltyria, but we do not.  Matthias, my brother, 
 
                                           I feel nothing for those people.  The blind will get no 
 
                                           torch from me. 
 
                                                                              Josiah Arrowloft to Mathias   
 
                                                                              camped near Kag'ar Grul 
 
      
 
      
 
    Devilspire Mountains...Kag'ar Grul Keep 
 
      
 
         "Is that the force you saw in Dimwood?" asked Matthias as I leaned back in the shadow of the rock cleft above the cave entrance.  He had found the site and cleared out most of the evidence of others who had camped here.  Those spying on Kag'ar Grul in the past.  Our drakes were resting in the back and our gear was spread out. 
 
      
 
         "I don't know.  I mean, the Warlord is there and lots of orcs, but what we see down there is many times more than I came across." 
 
      
 
          I had just returned from a flight from Kag'ar Grul fortress and on the way there I got a good look at the Taran Warlord's forces at the western base of the mountain.  The Taran army was not at all like the various smaller legions roaming the countryside.  I could see heavily fortified floating castles with hundreds of goblin archers, an unbelievably huge walking creature with forts hanging from its flanks and another fortification perched on its back, all with goblin archers sitting or crawling along the walks.  
 
      
 
         The core army was about twenty-five thousand hornback orcs and they stood rank-in-file, quiet, in their battalions.  The scene was most unusual.  This organization was to be expected form Poltyrians , or dwarven armies, but not from orcs.  There were also goblin archer brigades on the ground, seige engine brigades with titan and slave ogres, pagai waddling about everywhere and two dozen tall armored dusk giants.  In a camp to themselves were over a thousand hornhulk knights, mageguards of hornhulks protecting fifty draconian warsorcers and Aelvatchi black elf warlocks, all with their many standard bearers carrying the magically protective shields.  
 
      
 
         On a rise a few thousand feet away from the other camps could be seen over a thousand winged goblins crouched on the stone, huddled inside the warmth of their enwrapping wings with spears standing straight up.  Many subcommander headhunters were spread throughout all of the Warlord's host, some astride their hideous wingmordhs.  
 
      
 
         But what troubled me the most was the skirmishing halfway up the mountain slope.  It was there that the cavalries of hammertaurs and basilaks were charging, then breaking through the front lines of the defending Bholbash orcs outside the fortress stone portals before they suddenly retreated back downward and away from the breaches they made in the enemy force.  These assaults were directed by a very tall red and yellow colored half dragonman with a longsword. This sword was all of seven feet in length and appearing rather short compared to the colossus who weilded it.  It was not the Warlord, but something bigger.  Matthias told me he thought the creature was a mandrake, but he was unsure.  
 
      
 
         "What do you make of this skirmishing?" I asked him. 
 
      
 
         "Not what I expected.  The Warlord has an impressive force here.  Not in numbers.  Kag'ar Grul presently holds three or four times the Warlord's fighters.  The skirmishing, well, it's not necessary," he replied through a mouthful of deer jerky.  We both peered over the edge at the unfolding scene.  Matthias had found this dead-end cave on the southern face of a small mountain next to Kag'ar Grul.  From our vantage point we could see the whole expansive valley as it stretched out to the north to Dijin Castle and the south to Ebrog Pass.  
 
      
 
         "If they can't break down those gigantic stone doors and get inside the mountain there is no way the Warlord can gain entrance to the valley.  No mountains here are passable.  If the dwarves couldn't do it, no one can."  
 
      
 
         I knew Matthias was right, and that without getting into the valley he would not be able to enter the rest of Devilspire Mountains, a series of impassable mountainous walls for hundreds of miles spanning north and south.  At that moment the mandrake spit a stream of bright fire in the twilight. 
 
      
 
         "Impressive." 
 
      
 
         "Perhaps that's all it is supposed to be," Matthias remarked, biting off more jerky.  
 
      
 
         "What do you mean?" 
 
      
 
         "Well, he didn't burn anything up.  He was just showing off."   
 
      
 
         I dwelled on this for a moment.  Showing off.  But for what?  As I pondered this the basilaks rapidly struck the Bholbash lines causing havok.  The defenders in the back pressed forward to repel this cavalry but the orcan riders drew their beasts back to rejoin the mandrake's force below.  Bold advances, penetrating the horde of defenders only to withdraw again and again as the Warlord further down the mountain observed amidst an intimidating well-ordered host. 
 
      
 
         What was he waiting for? 
 
      
 
         In my own absence earlier among the Bholbash chiefs Matthias had flown about southern Devilspire informing many villages, cavern clan leaders of orcs, goblins, cave ogres and minataurs of the Bholbash Alliance and their new leaders, the orc axemasters.  The majority of the southern denizens would never follow Bholbash leaders but all honored and feared the axemasters.  Strange orc cultists venerating an unknown goddess in a hidden southern Devilspire temple...the true source of their prowess.  This force, led by axemasters, was now joined by dark-skinned cave giants and this army of non-Bholbash orcs and warriors had just assembled in the valley on the north face of Kag'ar Grul.  They waited in their camps for their turn to be admitted into the mountain to aid in Kag'ar Grul's defense.  Led by the godlike axemasters they did not fear to enter the mountain stronghold of their former enemies.  
 
      
 
         "Have you heard of anything like this before?"  I asked Matthias this because he was the only one of us from Arborealm, a Caerean, that had been to Poltyria and trained among their military at Three-Bridges Lake Garrison.  Further, he spent a lot of time among the dwarves of Grol-galdir in Deep Ore Peaks and those of Emim'gard in Borderealm proper who ruled western Drakeroost.  He had even visited the Haddarim of Red Anvil, an isolationist civilization of dwarves in the mountains of Ettertooth.  Matthias had faught with dwarves in a few conflicts with orcs in the past. 
 
      
 
         "No.  I would venture that he's waiting for full dark.  These underworlders see much better than their surface kin.  I just don't know, Josiah.  He's got a superior force, and a lot of it.  Air and ground cavarlies.  The Bholbash have none of that.  These hornback orcs are far better disciplined, and believe me, that matters.   
 
      
 
         "So, if they're smarter and better trained...then what we are watching, well, it makes no sense."  
 
      
 
         "Yeah," Matthias nodded, swallowing another chew.  "The Warlord would know that these surface orcs are stupid.  If he is anything like his predecessor he is a master tactician.  That's what wins battles.  Yeah, he is definitely stalling while keeping the Bholbash from knowing it."  I looked back down into the darkness of the mountain slope.  Something troubled me.  Matthias's words played back across the field of my mind. 
 
      
 
         ...if the dwarves couldn't do it, no one can. 
 
      
 
         Here I observed armies held back with war machines, great beasts, floating battlekeeps, cavalries for land and air, years of coordinated training. 
 
      
 
         He has a fist but offers a finger. 
 
      
 
         I watched the tall mandrake point forward and another rush of hammertaurs fell upon the crowds of defending orcs, knocking them about and then retreating without doing any real damage to the Bholbash. 
 
   
  
 

   
 
         What am I not seeing?  
 
      
 
         My eyes wandered to the shadowy valley to the north.  Far beyond my vision lied Dijin Castle.  To the far south stood the twin fortresses of Ebrog Pass.  These three were virtually impregnable strongholds and because of the sheer cliffs and heights of the peaks of Devilspire, with Kag'ar Grul, these were the only three entrances into the valley.  Between the three fortresses were about a hundred and thirty thousand orcs, and outside Kag'ar Grul on the valley side were now about twenty-thousand allies led by the axemasters.  
 
      
 
         ...in the valley. 
 
      
 
         Bholbash valley was unusually flat and wide, totally banked by very tall, steep mountains. The back of Kag'ar Grul had a cavern entrance open wide to the valley.  Long ago massive stone doors had been there but were destroyed in some forgotten war and never replaced.  The only massive portal doors faced the western slope keeping out the Warlord's host.    I looked out over a wide valley vanishing into the blackness, and then south toward the same.   A chill crept up my back. 
 
      
 
         There is another army. 
 
      
 
         The reports of the other legions from the underworld roaming the countryside had been verified by many witnesses at the Bholbash council.  Somehow, some way, this other army was going to get into the valley.   
 
      
 
         "Matthias, he's waiting for another army.  He's going to have another force inside the valley." 
 
    Matthias looked over toward Kag'ar Grul's rear at the open cavern entrance valleyside.  
 
         "There are five other armies, if the reports are true.  But none of those are here.  Their war standards are different.  They don't have enough aerial fighters to take the valley by themselves." 
 
      
 
         "No.  I guess not." 
 
      
 
         "Besides, Josiah, there are great strongholds that have never been breached at both ends of the valley."   I pondered his words.  As a loremaster of dwarven antiquities and a reliable Borderealm historian, his observations carried weight.  He continued. 
 
      
 
         "Perhaps there's some treachery, then?  The axemasters are in a good position to storm the mountain.  But they too would be badly outnumbered." 
 
      
 
         "It's possible," I said doubtfully.  "I heard at their council that headhunters have already been spotted as far as Splinterdark."  
 
      
 
         "I don't know, Josiah.  For sure there are many orcs unhappy with Bholbash dominance.  Hell, the minataurs slay them whenever they find them wandering far from the valley.  There's so many caves and tunnels that the Warlord might be trying to get troops unseen inside..." 
 
      
 
         Matthias' face paled as he bit off his own words.   His eyes widened with some sudden clarity, a realization. 
 
      
 
         "What is it?" 
 
      
 
         "I'm a fool," he said slowly, a dread seeping into my stomach.  "They're coming through the old underveins...these used to be dwarven mountains after Nimbolc fell.  Undervein highways spanned from here to Mount Thokax."  Hearing this I recalled the reports of the council in Kag'ar Grul.  The orcs reported that the trollocks had been crushed in Darkfrost, as well as the goblin domains.  The ancient abandoned ruins of Nimbolc lied under that mountain.  
 
      
 
         "Josiah, these underveins connect Mount Thokax to Dijin Castle and Ebrog Pass.  In those days Kag'ar' Grul was a titan stronghold, never a dwarven residence.  
 
      
 
         "He's attacking from underground," I thought aloud.  Matthias nodded, pulling at his beard. "These other armies will take those keeps and storm this valley."  A strange expression crept across the gauntleteer's face.  But I continued. 
 
      
 
         "We have no time for sleep.  I'll go north to Dijin Castle.  You take Ebrog Pass.  Maybe we have time to warn them, to defend against an underground assault."   The look I got from Matthias stilled me. 
 
      
 
         "What?" 
 
      
 
         "Uh, so much happened so fast that I haven't had a moment to really talk to you."  This was not Matthias.  I did not like what I was beginning to feel.  
 
      
 
         "What's wrong?" 
 
      
 
         "I ran into some wood elves this morning.  Some Aelvani who left Wandering Elms heading back to Everleaf.  Sort of an embassy, friends of King Thalleus." 
 
      
 
         "They spoke with Luey?" 
 
      
 
         "Yes.  Luey visited Thalleus but he never made it out of the Elms.  I'm sorry to have to tell you...Luey's dead." 
 
      
 
         Unable to draw breath, I stared.  The edges of my vision blurred.  
 
      
 
         "They told me it was a headhunter."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                                         Losing their citadels throughout Shannidar to the 
 
                                         kraxa'kin trolls, cyprian bog giants and scorpinids 
 
                                         of the Silapenti jungle, the Silthani elves faught 
 
                                         valiantly to hold Sigils Arch.  On the fourth day of 
 
                                         the seige the ground suddenly trembled at the un- 
 
                                         expected rush of an army of angry trees, galloping 
 
                                         centaurs and masses of hopping toggl'ids led by  
 
                                         the mighty yak-centaur, King Thalleus of southern 
 
                                         Dimwood.  The plain of Shannider turned from  
 
                                         battlefield to boneyard as the Silthani marched out  
 
                                         of the Arch to slaughter their enemies, in this the  
 
                                         year 1832 After Cataclysm. 
 
      
 
                                                                             campfire tale of Wizened 
 
                                                                             One to Hadatchi youth in 
 
                                                                             Splinterdark 
 
      
 
    Sigils Arch...the plain of Shannidar 
 
      
 
         General Imok of Legion Five could not have been more pleased.  Ambushed by the violent centaurs of Wandering Elms and then harassed for days, many of the centaurs along with their mighty leader were captured.  Chained, they were sent behind the goblin prisoners to the funnelweb caves where they would begin their journey under heavy continuous guard down into the bowels of the underworld.  The headhunters were deviously cunning. 
 
      
 
         Now the general had acquired Legion Four.  His newly enlarged force was twelve thousand orcs strong with twice the goblin archer brigades, aerial cavalry and now he commanded not twenty, but thirty war wizards with their hornhulk mageguards.  He had a fully intact seige engine company of brigades, slave ogres, titan ogres and dusk giants.  Outside the main Taran army of the Warlord, his own legion was the largest force from Hollowrealm.  The two legions merged, they were prepared to storm the enemy ruins.  A stronghold, but very old.  
 
         
     To add to Imok's mood was the addition of an auxilliary host of four thousand lizardmen brought to him by the headhunters.  He also had what the unfortunate General Garru did not- valuable intelligence on their shapeshifting enemies.  General Imok's total force numbered about twenty thousand strong.  
 
      
 
         The fortress-city Sigils Arch stood proudly defiant upon a wide mound that towered above the plain.  The sapper imps reported to the pigmy goblin engineers and titan ogres that the hill was hollow, full of constructions, fortifications that went deep below the level of the plain.  Halfway up the hill were the massive walls that encircled the city.  General Imok as did others stared at these walls in astonishment, for their joints were barely noticeable enough to show that they were constructed of gigantic blocks over fifteen feet wide and twenty one feet high forming a wall almost sixty feet tall.  Only giants could have managed moving such stones.  Already the pagai with their seige equipment, slave and taran ogres and giants carefully prepared their assault. Surrounding them were wizards with their mageguards of armored hornhulk knights and all of the goblin archers, arrows readied.  
 
      
 
         The enemy would have no chance to slaughter the seige engine brigades again. 
 
      
 
         General Imok grinned.  
 
      
 
         This odd horde of animal people may be impervious to magic...but not their fortress.  All of the seige engines aimed their boulders and iron-slag shot at a sixty foot area of the wall at ground level to the left of a double gate entrance that had long ago been shut with rock that had sealed it by melting.  Separated from the hosts was a herd of slobbering umberslogs with their Aelvatchi attendants.   Behind the slogs were readied two one thousand orc battalians who would storm the Arch following the unholy beasts.  The basilaks and hammertaurs were further back awaiting their signals to plug the breach once the slogs and two battalians entered. 
 
      
 
         The old, graying bloodborn orc general saw no flaws in this plan.  A single dark elf, all four arms behind his back, stood silently observing nearby.  Imok did not like these damned headhunters but he did admit to himself they were very efficient. 
 
      
 
         High above the plain the few standing towers of Sigils Arch were devoid of war engines or defensive equipment.  No archers or anyone there to try and throw, shoot or drop objects on them.  But hundreds of heads of the strange enemies could be seen peering at them from small windows, broken edifices, cracks in architecture.  Dark-furred faces looked out at them from shadows.  Having no obvious opposition to entering the keep was a little unsettling.  
 
      
 
         The general nodded at his herald and the signal horn blew.  Little pagai wrestling down levers weighing them down as three or four pygmy goblins at a time held on to them, sometimes their kin pulling down on their legs.  Fungalwood frames reinforced with brass and iron banding shuddered in the release of their projectiles after all thirty wizards concentrated on the same area of wall with freezing spells, incendiary explosions, snakelike orange orbs writhing from sorcerer's hands to the stone wall and even one very powerful transmute-rock-to-dust enchantment.  The stone surface, already aged, now weakened by the combined magics, gave way, crumbling.  Fractures branched out like petrified lightning.  Heavy boulders of stone and iron slag impacted the debilitated wall and whole sections fell inward in a cloud of dust. 
 
      
 
         Sigils Arch was a relic from distant elven antiquity no longer protected by the enchantments that strengthened these very walls millennia ago.  
 
      
 
                                                                         * * * * * 
 
      
 
         Days after Michel and the Ayr from the northern citadel attacked Legion Four and escaped through the tunnel to Sigils Arch, the ranger of Borderealm had stood in awe before the two lionlike leaders of the Nobles Ones.  Eganosh Faerymane the Old and his brother, Alaryel.  The last two ariels of the race of Ayr.  They stood at the center of a semicircular gallery having many curved rows of ornately carved stone benches.  The great walls were lined with three storeys of balconies with more seats.  The enormous cavernlike chamber was missing a portion of its badly fractured ceiling and sunlight illuminated the western wall.  The ariels already knew everything.  
 
      
 
         Not only are the Ayr a telepathic race, able to communicate much by feelings and impressions, but the hawkmen arrived first and told the tale of the battle. 
 
      
 
         In their war parliament the Ayr formed three plans.  The first thing they organized was a census, a tradition of old conducted whenever they were about to embark on any campaign.  They counted six thousand, two hundred and sixty-seven apanthoi, or panther people.   Only one out of twenty or so were males.  The hawkmen numbered nine hundred eighty-one, and ninety-four bruun.  The huge, bearlike people, only one out of ten being female.  Adding the two ariels the total number of the Ayr population in all of Shannidar now confined within the walls of Sigils Arch was seven thousand three hundred and forty-four.  
 
      
 
         The second part of their plan involved Michel directly, a human that earned their trust and admiration.  The Noble Ones would divide their forces, one group set to stay and defend Sigils Arch so as to allow the second group enough time and opportunity to escape through the tunnel leading to the easternmost citadel which lied abandoned at the edge of Dretchwold Hills.  Michel was to lead this group all the way back to Everleaf to visit the god of the faeries, Elderboughs. This plan pleased Michel because their route would take them through Deep Ore Peaks, which was the path of his assignment given him at Conclave.  
 
      
 
         Once the first group was clear the rest would also take to the tunnels, but southward, to the citadel closest to the Silapenti jungle.  Then they too would make a long overland journey to Everleaf Pines.  
 
      
 
         The hawks had brought the unbelievable news of the capture of King Thalleus.  Hawks had stalked the train of chained centaurs from great heights in the sky but they had lost their trails somewhere in Darkfrost.  The Ayr agreed that a rescue attempt so many weeks away to a spot where Thalleus was only last seen was too great a risk in the wrong direction.  They all shared an aggrieved moment of silence for the yak-centaur hero.  
 
      
 
         The third aspect of the plan set forth by the war parliament made Michel uncomfortable.  His own group of escaping Noble Ones it seemed were dead set to commit an ignoble deed...passing through Dretchwold Hills to exact revenge against the lizardfolk.  Not only were they long time enemies, but they were now formed up outside Sigils Arch allied to the underworlders.  That they dared to stand before the walls of Sigils Arch deeply offended the Ayr.  Theirs was a covenant of murder and they swore that none would be spared. 
 
      
 
         Days later the mountaindrake inhaled powerfully and shifted his wings to compensate for the slight change of direction.  Michel leaned forward to better see below as slender dark arms wrapped around his waist tightened their embrace.  To either side of his own legs were the thighs of the apanthoi woman that had attached herself to him. 
 
      
 
         They flew five hundred feet over the ruins of the eastern citadel, many gray hawkmen flying in formation before and behind his drake.  They all took turns looking down as the small forms of apanthoi, bruun and the twenty-one elves of Everleaf who lived in the Arch ascended out of the underground and spilled out of the ruins following the great lion, Alaryel.  
 
      
 
         Three thousand apanthoi, fifty bruun and many hawks.  The Ayr far below spread out like ants across the field, prowling through the high plains grass.  
 
      
 
         "They killed lizards in there," Durina said, clutching him tightly. 
 
      
 
         "How do you know that?"  
 
      
 
         "I can smell their blood, Michel."  The pantheress had been direct and bold, choosing Michel.  After a few nights spent with her the ranger realized quickly that he liked being chosen.  He had learned to his delight that little could match the passion of a pantheress in heat.  Apparently human males were not only much more virile, but better endowed and human body temperature was slightly warmer than that of the Ayr.  These three traits made Michel particularly valuable to Durina.  
 
      
 
         "You can smell that from up here?" 
 
      
 
         "Oh yes," she answered as she squeezed him tighter and brought her lips to his ear in the wind.  "I can even smell how much you like me, bowmaster," she giggled, biting on his ear.  As he turned his attention back to where they were heading he felt Durina press her face to the back of his neck.  As they flew on toward the hills she breathed in his scent.  As they began to descend to where they would rejoin the others on the ground, he began to worry over the next phase of the Ayr's plan.  She sensed it immediately.  
 
      
 
         "What is wrong, Michel?"  They were now on the ground.  Standing in front of her he looked down into her beautiful catlike eyes.  She returned his gaze, genuinely concerned.  He tried to shrug it off. 
 
      
 
         "Nothing.  Things are not well right now.  We are safe but I fear for the others."  Hearing this Durina smiled. 
 
      
 
         "You rangers really do care.  Humans continually amaze us.  I had human friends long ago, Michel.  Caedorians.  Back when the world was simpler.  I even went to the fair a few times." 
 
      
 
         "Well, this human cares for everyone.  And Josiah does too.  We rangers have taken an oath,  
 
    Durina.  I'm afraid there are many who do not."  
 
      
 
         "Myriam agreed when I called you a Noble One.  You are much like us, Michel.  You speak the truth even to your disadvantage.  This I know about you." 
 
      
 
         An hour later the army of Ayr looked out at the Dretchwold Hills from the high plains grasses, the ruins of the eastern citadel far behind them on the horizon.  As one,  over nine hundred giant gray hawks took to the sky from their places of concealment in the grass.  The panthers moved stealthily forward followed by Alaryel and the hulking bruun.  
 
      
 
         The mountaindrake heaved upward into the air with powerful wings as Durina hugged strongly around Michel's waist.  She shivered with anticipation.  
 
      
 
         "Michel, I love flying!   All Ayr should have wings...it's not fair," she laughed.  Michel watched the air fill and the land below crawl with thousands determined to commit murder within moments.  
 
      
 
                                                                      * * * * * 
 
      
 
         Eganosh was many thousands of years old.  His eyes had beheld the rise and fall of entire races, the emergence of civilizations for which little trace remained today...whole epochs of the history of Dagothar.  Very few alive could claim to have journeyed as far as the unknown world on the other side of Dagothar, the world of Aroth Beyond. Most even among the faeries believed it to be a myth. 
 
      
 
         Eganosh Faerymane knew the truth. 
 
      
 
         His golden mane was now jeweled with silver streaks but his eyes flashed like that of a young lion.   The two panthermen had informed him of the bad news.  The Ayr work crews were still laboring to clear the old collapsed tunnels leading south to the citadel.  They had a mammoth job and had only just begun.  There was more excavation to be done than there was time to do it. 
 
      
 
         The outer wall fortifications had given way to a combined assault of spellcraft and bombardment by seige engines.  Eganosh knew that there would be no escape through the tunnel to the jungle.  He could not defend Sigils Arch with some while others labored in the tunnel. Like a master at games able to perceive multiple moves ahead of time, the ancient ariel mentally conjured myriads of variables and quickly came up with a plan of action that would save many of his kin.  He informed Myriam the pantheress and others what he intended to do, how they would defend the Arch. 
 
      
 
         All agreed that his idea was the path of wisdom. 
 
      
 
         As the Ayr prepared for the underworlders to attack through the breach, Eganosh remained motionless concentrating on his brother, Alaryel.  Though telepathy was a trait of faerykind, at that moment he did not exult in its use.  Focusing on his lionlike brother he thought out a message. 
 
      
 
         My brother, make haste to Elderboughs...tunnel collapse...no time to dig...the Arch has fallen...we stand to punish the enemy...I will send those who survive...honor us in Everleaf... 
 
      
 
         In the archaic ruins of the old Silthani elf Hall of Assembly, surrounded by apanthoi and bruun with hard, determined eyes under the sightless gaze of scores of finely sculpted statues of elves no longer alive, Eganosh lifted his proud head.  His chest inflated and he roared powerfully, his own joined by the thousands of others until the noise shook dust off the stones and echoed through miles of abandoned corridors and courts to the very foundations of Sigils Arch.  
 
      
 
         Startled pigeons in the upper towers took flight as the underworld army outside listened to the alarming noise.  
 
      
 
                                                                         * * * * * 
 
      
 
         General Imok turned to the dark elf. "What was that?" 
 
      
 
         The headhunter barely glanced at the general before turning his attention back to the broken section of wall that the herd of umberslogs squeezed in to.  He too listened to the deep rumbling but was in no position to know what it was.  Now two full one thousand orc battalians were filing in to the breach.  Behind the orcs were two thousand lizardfolk about to enter Sigils Arch as well. The general was sure that the slogs and four thousand soldiers would be sufficient to put down the enemy.  The Aelvatchi was not.  
 
      
 
         Half an hour later the last of the lizard people had disappeared into the broken walls.  For over an hour about twenty thousand waited for some sign of the controversy inside the city.  Dark elves on wingmords were of little value because most of the Arch was not open to the sky, whole levels of the city were inside the mound or below the plain.  There was nothing to see from above except towers that now appeared abandoned.  The dark elf subcommander turned to the general. 
 
      
 
         "These be an ancient race, General Imok.  They are up to something.  They will not be so easily subdued."  The Aelvatchi assassin ignored the reproachful regard of the general.  
 
      
 
         "From what I can see all goes well." 
 
      
 
         "We cannot see anything, general," the black elf hissed. 
 
      
 
         "Then go and find out what they are doing." 
 
      
 
         General Imok stood quietly stupified when the headhunter without hesitation mounted a basilak and rode the beast quickly straight into the wall.  
 
      
 
                                                                      * * * * * 
 
      
 
         From the perspective of all those living on the surface world, the Ayr were among the world's first inhabitants.  They were not.  But as the ancient among the faeries, they were Noble Ones for putting themselves at risk for the protection of others.  Knowing that this army of underworlders were going onward to endanger others, the Ayr collectively opted to devote themselves to removing this sinister threat.  
 
      
 
         The telepathically-linked defenders were first going to kill all of the hideous six-legged monsters for which they had no memories of.   Sigils Arch was vast.   In its day when occupied by elves it required at least ten thousand to defend it.   Its subterranean galleries and levels exceeded in depth the height of its towers.   The winding streets, courts and halls were perfect for the plan Eganosh had made.  
 
      
 
         As the howling of the umberslogs increased with their proximity, filling the corridors with the echoes of their approach, panthers quickly darted from hallway to hallway.  The little eyes of the slogs caught their movements and they roared in pursuit.   Slogs chased panthers almost snapping their razored teeth upon their hindquarters before the cats found a burst of speed.  New panthers suddenly appeared and others slogs chased them down adjacent halls.  Over two hundred and fifty slender panthers ran away from umberslogs right behind them and the herd was divided over and over again until almost every single slog pursued but a single panther to some remote area of Sigils Arch, some to a level below.  In their greedy hunger to slay and eat the large cats the slogs were unaware that they were totally alone. 
 
      
 
         Every one of the umberslogs were led into an ambush.  Before slog teeth bit down to rend an evasive panther, it suddenly found its own legs, all six of them, in the sharp jaws of other panthers and bruun that had been concealed and waiting.  At every ambush a seventh Ayr, either panther or bearlike bruun tore into the now defenseless slog as it howled in rage as if feeling no pain.   In the confined spaces chosen for the ambush site the umberslogs had no room to move as they were bitten, chewed and clawed to death.  
 
      
 
         This successful tactic resulted in the easy slaying of the first two hundred and fifty slogs by about eighteen hundred Ayr, but as slogs kept storming into the Arch some of the apanthoi and bruun fell to their ferocity before others could draw off their numbers to again lead the monsters into ambush sites.  Those groups attended by a bruun very quickly killed their slog victims, but ambushing apanthoi without the presence of the huge and violent bearlike Ayr had to spend time biting and slashing for the beasts to bleed out. 
 
      
 
         Almost as frantic as it had begun, the slaughter of the six-legged beasts was over.  Without a moment's rest the apanthoi scouting the wall breach came racing back with news of the hornback orcs and lizardfolk entering the city.  
 
      
 
         The Ayr, flushed with their success and all bathed in blood and gore, rallied around the lionlike Eganosh.  His whole face, muzzle and underside was soggy with blood.   Hearts thundered and a renewed sense of self-preservation permeated throughout the crowd as the hope of surviving this battle began to wash through their hearts.  
 
      
 
         Standing rampant and majestic to his full height, Eganosh roared, his mighty voice rumbling down the galleries and halls onto the plain as the underworlders listened. 
 
      
 
        "Let the Arch be their tombs!" 
 
      
 
                                                                         * * * * *  
 
               
 
         Durina studied Michel's face in the twilight.  
 
      
 
         The Borderealm ranger human was oblivious to the panicked squawks and gutteral screaming of the lizardfolk females and young all throughout the colony.   Ferocious apanthoi, large bruun and flying hawkmen descended upon the families and broods of their enemies in a slaughter offering no mercy.   The majority of the males were at Sigils Arch leaving Dretchwold to the old to defend.   They did not do well.  Reptillian females faught to the death in defense of their young in mud-filled birth-warrens but they could not stand for more than a few seconds against the battle experience of thousands of years pent up in the anger of the Ayr.   Pantheresses tore apart the race of the lizardfolk.  
 
      
 
         Michel stood amidst the rampage and carnage, an island of sorrow and rage inflaming his own soul.  All discomfort over the vengeance of the Noble Ones against their reptillian enemies was burned away.  Michel trembled with restrained violence, gritting his teeth but wanting to cry.  
 
      
 
         Unsheathing his knife as a pantheress gleefully tore out the neck of a nearby lizardman already missing a hand, Michel stood in the middle of a dying colony looking up at the hardly recognizable body of Trevor Sindair III.   Not even the bloating and insects had hid what the lizardfolk had done to his body.  The Borderealm ranger had been tied to a post and his own scimitars had been thrust through his body.  The folk had cut off his ears for trophies.  A sob escaped Michel's throat and Durina lightly touched his arm. 
 
      
 
         "He was already dead, Michel...before they did these things," she said, then remained quiet.  Without speaking, Michel cut down the body as two enormous bruun silently, with reverence for the body of Trevor, lowered his body to the ground as another bruun lumbered closer and began clawing up the earth for a burial.  The other two joined him.  
 
      
 
         "He fell in love with an Aelvani woman." Michel said softly.  The dying of a crowd of huddled lizardesses holding eggs sounded far away, ignored.  No human would have heard him, but Durina did.  
 
      
 
         "Do the wood elves know this, Michel?" 
 
      
 
         "Yes," he answered absently, looking at her surprised.   "They are a famous couple in Everleaf...the first they say, between Aelvani and humans." 
 
      
 
         "They are like us, then."  
 
      
 
         Michel slightly nodded as his surroundings came to him.   He glanced around at the mayhem.  Reptillian bodies were scattered everywhere.   Not even the wounded were permitted any amount of time to live out their last moments before tooth and fang ended them.   The heaviest concentration of bodies were at the entrances to the birth warrens.   He knew that the Ayr would be destroying all the eggs too, and that what was unfolding here was occurring throughout all of Dretchwold.   This might be the ending of an entire race, if the lizardfolk all lived within the hills.  He watched as a pantheress jabbed a spear into a muddy hole where a lizardess had pushed some eggs before her head was torn off by a bruun.  
 
      
 
         The three bears finished with their grave, Michel and Durina watched as they respectfully laid Trevor's body in it atop a bier of lizardfolk spears set in the bottom.   More spears were laid on top of the ranger's body and the three bruun then pushed and clawed earth into the grave burying him as several Ayr came bearing large stones for a marker cairn.  
 
      
 
         Durina turned to see someone's approach and at the recognition that something was wrong her eyes widened.   Michel noticed and looked to see Alaryel morph into his lionlike man form on two legs, but he did not stand tall.  
 
      
 
         "Dark tidings, ranger," he spoke, mane and right arm dripping in blood belonging to others.  His face was worn with sorrow.   "I grieve your loss."   Michel nodded but Durina saw something in the eyes of her leader and she pressed him. 
 
      
 
         "What has happened, elder one?" she asked, tentatively moving closer to the ariel.  She reached out and touched Alaryel's arm and Michel understood that she had perceived something in his manner that had escaped him.   The three bruun burying Trevor stopped, looking.   Many heads turned and three apanthoi females approached, sensing a moment.  
 
      
 
         "My brother...Eganosh." he spoke slowly, moisture pushing out the corners of his eyes.  "They are trapped in the Arch." 
 
      
 
         "Then we shall go back!" Durina exclaimed instantly and the others all assented, more apanthoi pressing in.  
 
      
 
         "No, we will not.   The enemy was upon them before they could clear the tunnel.   They have chosen to punish the underworlders." 
 
      
 
                                                                        * * * * *  
 
      
 
         The Ayr inside Sigils Arch found the armored orcs more difficult to battle than the stupid slogs.  And out of sheer terror the lizardfolk faught valiantly.  
 
      
 
         Hornback orcs grunting under their helms sought to fight in open spaces and the apanthoi and bruun fell back so as to allow more and more of their kin to fight the orcs.  Almost a thousand orcs chasing a group of retreating panthers pushed into an expansive underground court with high walls all about them.  Once they had entered the area of ruinous opulence about two hundred hawks hidden in the ceiling recesses, balconies and entryways to high levels began pushing deliberately placed rocks over the edges bombing the unsuspecting orcs.   Many turned to retreat from the expansive court but hundreds of tons of rubble cascaded from above burying the entrance.   Many of these ambush traps were set up by the Ayr in times past but never used.  The orcs bellowed in rage and frustration as the Noble Ones dropped pieces of architecture, large stones, benches of rock and pillar fragments on them with impunity.   Bruun lifted and threw entire blocks of masonry.   All of this rained down from thirty and fifty feet.  
 
      
 
         Another force of about one hundred and fifty orcs pursued some injured panthers in to a cul-de-sac ending at some forgotten temple complex once well-tended by the elves.   The apanthoi long knew this to be a dead end.   As the battle hungry orcs gave chase and entered the temple precinct closing in on the scrambling panthers, they watched in shock and anger as the black cats, apparently not wounded, adroitly climbed the crumbling walls.   The last of the panthers turned to knock down the large rocks at the top of the tier which dislodged all the detritus in a slide making the wall smooth, unable to climb.   The cats one by one scampered along the tier above as the orcs cursed and turned around to follow their movement.   They leapt back out of the precinct entrance.   The last pantheress turned and bared her fangs as the orcs rushed back outward but three bruun pushed a massive wheel portal over the entry sealing the orcs in.   The trapped orcs were unaware that the apanthoi woman had smiled at them. 
 
      
 
         The wheel portals of Sigils Arch were all over thirty-five tons and five feet wide, a single dolorite stone ornately carved front and back with effigies of gate guardians and spell-wards, most having lost their potency.   While the bruun easily managed rolling it into place, all one hundred and fifty orcs would never be able to move it sideways due to its immense weight, its width preventing it from being toppled over and the finger-deep track it slid in and out of holding the wheel-stone perfectly in place.   Not even the beating on the rock by the orcs could be heard.  The temple would be their tomb. 
 
      
 
         Panthers tried desperately to keep up with Eganosh.   The Lion of Shannidar had descended into a primal rage rippling through the orcan ranks painting the walls of Sigils Arch red with their blood.   Helmets, sometimes still containing heads, arms, and hands were bitten or torn free from their owners as the ariel lunged forward through the mass of bodies.   Orcs were crushed in the press as others tried to flee the rampaging lion, a surface world beast unlike anything they had encountered in the underworld.   
 
      
 
         Wickedly violent and roaring bruun terrified the orcs as they too plunged headlong into the chaos of bodies in an adjacent corridor.   Many armored orcs had not been attacked but due to the press had fallen down and were being trampled, unable to get back up.   From two more halls filled with orcs a wall of teeth and talons ripped apart orcs so packed together they were unable to defend themselves.   From every available crevice and alcove apanthoi slashed and bit at the orcs.  
 
      
 
         Two thousand lizardfolk warriors turned in panic, many dropping their weapons, and fled back in the direction they had come.   The series of halls they thought they were familiar with suddenly made no sense.   The way out was blocked by strange surfaces having elaborate carvings on them and out of all the connected corridors the shadowy panthers assailed them.  Rapidly they retreated down one hallway into another all the while losing their numbers to the insanely quick apanthoi.   Lizardfolk squawked and ran blindly into the ruins and everywhere they turned it seemed black panthers appeared out of the darkness.   There were no directions to flee where one could not already pass over dead lizard warriors.  
 
      
 
         Not one orc or lizardman made it out of Sigils Arch alive.   Four thousand dead of the enemy.  
 
    Under piles of dead and dying orcs they found Eganosh the Old.   He was dead, a scimitar of a strange purplish metal had been run through his thick neck.   During the battling a four-armed dark elf had appeared.   Its reptillian basilak steed was killed, the lion having chewed it apart.  The Aelvatchi headhunter was dead as well, crushed under the weigh of the ariel. 
 
      
 
         Out of a number of thirty-three hundred Ayr that stayed in Sigils Arch with Eganosh to buy time for the others with Alaryel and Michel, slightly over twenty-four hundred remained.  Among the bodies strewn about the Arch were those of panthers and some bruun.   
 
      
 
         The eldest pantheress was quickly surrounded by the others who looked to her for leadership.  They could all clearly hear the distinct sound of more sections of the wall being taken down to widen the breach.   The muffled explosions reverberated throughout the structures of a seemingly endless barrage of missiles and magecraft.   
 
      
 
         "Myriam!   Winged goblins and dark elves are flying among the upper towers.   They are many," reported a panting pantheress. 
 
      
 
         "A new breach fills even now with the enemy cavalry, creatures ridden by orcs," another informed, having sprinted back from the walls.   Myriam looked at him curiously. 
 
      
 
         "What of the first breach?" 
 
      
 
         "Nothing.   They are not using it any more." 
 
      
 
         "We will be overrun inside the Arch," a blood-soaked bruun of heroic size said calmly.  Myriam turned to face them all. 
 
      
 
         "Our fate may be sealed, but we are not destitute of obligation..." she spoke loudly for all to hear.   
 
      
 
         "What do you mean?" asked the same bear who had spoken as more Ayr gathered around.  
 
      
 
         "We are strong," Myriam began.   "We still number enough to punish our enemy," she proclaimed.   Her bold words reinvigorated those that listened as they in turns looked down at the lifeless yet majestic body of their leonine leader.  
 
      
 
         "Yes, Myriam, but if we advance upon the wizards we shall surely die by a hundred arrows each," lamented a lithe, gore-spattered female.   Then the second scout spoke up. 
 
      
 
         "The lizardfolk are gathered against us but separated from the main host of underworlders.  They stand very close to the original breach, a good run but not far.   The eyes of the Ayr hardened at his words.   The folk had been enemies for a long time but their allying to the Taran Warlord was an unforgiveable trespass.  
 
      
 
         "Yes, listen," Myriam continued.   "We shall divide our forces.   All of the bruun and seven hundred of us shall fall upon the folk.   But the majority of us shall break away at the last second and turn straight into our true objective." 
 
      
 
         "And what is that, Myriam?"   
 
      
 
         The older apanthoi leader, fire in her feline eyes, reached down and touched the dead ariel's famous mane.   "Eganosh is dead...we must kill their general, any black elves we can and all who foolishly stand in our way."   
 
      
 
                                                                          * * * * *  
 
      
 
         General Imok was worried long before the sentries returned with the word.   It was confirmed that his two hornback orc battalions were dead, as were the two thousand lizardfolk auxilliaries.  No umberslogs reappeared nor did the dark elf subcommander.   Now headhunters were reporting that not one of the enemy could be seen in the towers and buildings of the upper city.  
 
      
 
         The seige engines and war wizards brought down a ninety foot wide area of wall that exposed inner chambers and corridors.  The orcs on their basilaks and hammertaurs were send into the enemy city.  Two more orc battalions were filing into the breach following the cavalry.  Three thousand more hornback orcs were marching toward the first breach. 
 
      
 
         As they neared it the chaos erupted. 
 
      
 
         A single orc runner came sprinting out of the first collapsed section of wall and was about a hundred and fifty feet out of the city when two lightning fast black panthers ran him down and pulled him apart between them.  The two slender females stood defiantly after morphing out of their panther forms, both pointing at the lizardfolk.  They screamed in unison some ancient faery battlecry as dozens, then scores followed by hundreds of sprinting black panthers ran out of the Arch and split the plains grasses into furrows full of death-bringers.  The lizardfolk, choked with disbelief and fear, turned around and ran.  Over two thousand black panthers pursued, and among this dark mass of writhing fur and fangs were huge, brown-haired bears with hate-filled eyes.  
 
      
 
         The folk lost all reason and fled.  They dropped their weapons, screaming in unknown syllables for the underworlders to help them.  But they were too far away.  The lizardmen spared no time or regard for those already screaming behind them as the wave of apanthoi began overtaking their flight.  They ran faster, listening to their own kin chewed apart.   
 
      
 
         Horns pealed and their notes were answered as commanders of the other battalions directed their troops toward the battle.  But they were over a thousand feet away.  Adding to this confusion was the sudden division of the panthers in to two groups.  The smaller group with large bears tore into the lizardfolk rear but those Ayr following them veered off as one group and sprinted across the undefended plain between the ranks of orcs and the former lizardfolk positions. 
 
      
 
         This second group sprinted straight toward the back of the underworlder host at General Imok and the command camp.  
 
      
 
         General Imok swallowed hard, eyes wide with alarm.  The bloodborn orc leader had lost two thousand orcs inside the ruins, lost his lizardfolk auxilliaries, lost his umberslogs which were of the greatest value to the Warlord.  Now he had divided his forces by sending all of his basilaks and hammertaurs inside the city ruins and another two thousand orcs.  Further, too close to Sigils Arch to help him now were three thousand more hornback orcs that were on their way into Sigils Arch through the second breach when the Ayr stampeded out the first breach.  
 
      
 
         The titan ogres, with the slave ogres, pagai, mageguards, warsorcers and warlocks were with the goblin archer brigades toward the front lines.  The damned headhunters were with the pteragaunts searching the expansive upper ruins and towers for the enemy.  Three thousand orcs, a whole three battalions, were camped with the train of provisions, wagons, cave buffulo brought up from the Deep and the chained prisoners.  They were too far to help. 
 
      
 
         General Imok was encircled by the command force of two thousand hornback orc soldiers and his personal guard of hornhulks.  He realized that in this battle these were the only help he would have.  Before anyone could possibly arrive this contest would be over.   
 
      
 
         As he marvelled at the oncoming black and brown wave of writhing bodies quickly nearing in the tall plains grass toward the front ranks of the command force, he listened to his herald blow the signal horns over and over as his battalion commanders turned their own troops back to aid the general.  A futile gesture. 
 
      
 
         The apanthoi were suicidal.  Like a tidal surge overtaking a beach the strong and fast black panthers pulled down the front ranks of armored orcs.  As many hornback warriors found their hands and arms firmly in the jaws of the Ayr they were pulled forward onto the ground and chewed or clawed apart as other panthers leapt over them to those standing behind.  Panthers scrambled over the dead and dying, over the living and unhurt as well as each other in their pursuit to find victims.  Embattled orcs having never before dealt with such organized ferocity went down before they could gather their wits.   
 
      
 
         Swords did not seem to cut them down nor did shields appear to fend them off.  The center ranks folded down to hit the ground in heavy armor under the weight of the concentrated assault.  There was no strategy.  The orc flanks were unmolested and all those hornbacks in the middle found themselves either killed or overtaken and passed.   
 
      
 
         Myriam led the charge.  Panthers at her sides, behind her and sometimes even leaping over her, clamping their powerful jaws onto orc wrists or hands still grasping weapons or their armored arms.  Other apanthoi bit their legs and many went for their necks, biting through armor and bone.  Several pantheresses found that the easiest way to get orcs out of their way was to simply slash at their faces with their powerful claws.  Many orcs were not killed, only injured to take them out of the battle temperarily.  Ribboned faces were very effective.  The orcs putting up the most resistance found many sets of panther jaws sinking into their flesh from all directions.   
 
      
 
         Imok stood rigidly on his observation platform surrounded by hornhulks on the ground.  He could clearly see the wedge formation of the panthers and how his orcs were dragged off just to get them out of the way for more apanthoi to fill the holes.  He did not have to order the flanks to close around the enemy.  Hornback orcs are unlike their surface kin.  In the past few centuries in Hollowrealm the hornback orcs had been rigidly trained and disciplined in many combat scenarios.  The military prowess of the Deep Men hated by almost all underworld species made this necessary.  In the underworld horde warfare was a primitive mode of engagement.   
 
      
 
         As orcs died by the hundreds and hundreds more kicked about and flailed from their injuries or were hauled forward as panthers dragged them, Imok's large hornhulks, fifty in all, readied themselves.  These were a breed of very big underworld orcs heavier than the hornbacks wearing thicker armor and weilding heavier weapons.  Their own training was more advanced than bloodborns.  Their shields were spiked.  They did not fear the panthers, waiting quietly with iron spike helms having visors, great broadswords, battleaxes and spiked maces.                                                     
 
         An orc ran Myriam through with a spear penetrating her breast as he yelled his gutteral war cry in her face while she morphed back into humanoid form.  The orc stared astonished, gazing at a beautiful, slender woman on his spear until a storm of panthers ripped his head off.  Her body was guarded in the press until it was realized that she was dead.  All of the lifetimes combined of those orcs fighting in this battle could not add up to the years the ancient faery woman had seen.  
 
      
 
         Through a sorrow communicated telepathically the Ayr hardened their hearts and channelled their anguish into a pure focus in slaying the enemy.  General Imok saw the change in their behavior tactics from his platform, having no idea the reason.  
 
      
 
         Orcs were shredded, dropped violently, guts were pulled out, bodies eviscerated with talons, fanged jaws were seen opening everywhere as the helms of orcs went below the shoulders of panthers.  The arrow formation of the Ayr pierced the orcan ranks all the way to the line of hornhulks before stalling.  The orcs along the flanks untouched by the panthers now closed in on the Noble Ones to the detriment of the tiring cats.  
 
      
 
         Attempting to overcome the hornhulks but beaten back by powerful blows of metal weapons, apanthoi found themselves run through from the right and left with orc swords and spears and the underworlders closed in on them.  These orcs pursued and attacked from behind a wall of densely packed shields.  The struggle raged with mounting passion and General Imok trembled when he saw the panthers abandon all hope of personal survival as they began recklessly leaping forward atop the hornhulks as other cats were impaled before they could jump.   
 
      
 
         Some of the armored great orcs went down under the slashing and biting, others by the sheer weight of the giant panthers.  Hornhulks largely faught back, sliced through descending apanthoi and one huge orc barbarian grabbed a cat, wrestled her to the ground and held fast as other hulks ran her through pinning her shuddering body to the ground.  Still, panthers slipped into the hornhulk press causing them to tighten their formation, using closer in weapons, axes and maces to take down the big cats.  With a tightly packed front the leaping apanthoi were skewered on a wall of spears as others were hacked as they passed through the air.  The Ayr struggled valiantly, tooth and talon against sword and steel.  
 
      
 
         The primal intensity of the embattled faeries saw to the deaths of more than half of the hornhulk knights.  But it was not enough.  Drenched in sweat and the body fluids of orcs the apanthoi inched their way to General Imok's position.  Seeing the last panthers advancing, their bodies damaged, bleeding and almost unrecognizable as panthers, Imok pulled his two-hand axe off of his back and inhaled deeply.   
 
      
 
         With only a dozen giant panthers remaining the hornhulk guard renewed their defense like a machine of many bladed parts.  Several hulks now launched themselves bodily at the panthers.  The apanthoi were speared, impaled, gashed open trailing their guts and one was decapitated.  A few others were beaten down, exhausted, unable to move forward as spears and swords ran them through.  The entire path taken by the Ayr was filled with dead and maimed orcs and scattered dark-furred feminine forms of faeries passing on to The Other Side.  Those nethering, a faery ability to descend into a deep trance to heal rapidly, were butchered where they laid.  
 
      
 
         Walls of sharp spears closed in on the last of the Noble Ones led by Myriam. 
 
      
 
                                                                          * * * * *  
 
      
 
         Over forty-five hundred feet high in the sky circling over the field of battle a gray giant hawk soared silently with his back warmed by the brilliant sun.  He watched the lizardfolk flee and die on the plain and over four hundred apanthoi and bruun hidden in the grass to the east began moving away.  There was nothing they could do. 
 
      
 
         The hawkman's heart burned molten in his chest as he viewed the orcs butchering his exhausted and wounded kin.  Two pantheresses had reached the enemy general but were hacked down by his guardians.  The Ayr assault had killed or injured at least fifteen hundred orcs.  Now the orc general walked the battlefield personally killing prone pantheresses too hurt to fight back. 
 
    The hawkman's keen eyes searched the whole landscape.  The Noble Ones had not failed.   
 
      
 
         He turned into the wind. 
 
      
 
                                                                           * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    General Imok handed his great axe to an attendant to clean.  Sigils Arch had fallen.  Sentries reported that the interior was empty.  He had lost about thirty-five hundred orcs but with Legion Four's addition to his own force he still had the largest army apart from the Taran Warlord's own host.  His ground and aerial cavalries were intact, seige engine brigades, wizards and all of his precious archers, titan ogres and duskim.  Only the slogs were really a loss. 
 
      
 
         Suddenly an unexpected horn sounded from a nearby battalion commander.  Another horn pealed  from the direction of the headhunter standing on the walls of the ruins.  Imok looked around. 
 
      
 
         "What are the signals for?" he demanded of his herald, who looked all about as confused as he was just as a third horn blasted three times rapidly.  Three hornhulks exploded into a rush holding up their shields lunging for General Imok as he stood dumbfounded at their behavior.  
 
    Alarmed, he turned as a shadow dimmed the burning disk. 
 
      
 
         It was the last thing General Imok ever saw.  The impact of talons, feathers and a heavy body moving at great speed splattered Imok's own body into bone splinters and a pink mist as entrails plastered the hornhulk knights.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                                         Smiths forged the warhammer from the enchanted 
 
                                         metal of the maul of Mygok the Titan, but the  
 
                                         dwarven chief was killed by the mighty orc.  And 
 
                                         thus began Hammerworn ascendancy, 5183 years  
 
                                         before Ghul-run, when Theol Hammerworn lifted 
 
                                         up Quakemaker and slew the axemaster of Devil- 
 
                                         spire, ending the seige of Dijin Castle. 
 
      
 
                                                                             Codex Caerea XII:8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dijin Castle...northern Devilspire Mountains 
 
      
 
         I made good speed flying above the valley floor on my way north toward Dijin Castle, the northernmost stronghold of the Bholbash orcs.  By day's end I would come to realize that I should have flown somewhere else.  Matthias went the opposite direction, away from Kag'ar Grul toward Ebrog Pass in ther south.  As I flew through the cool air my mind was on Abdias. 
 
      
 
         I had sent him from Conclave to fly straight for Deckers Port.  He would have no way of knowing that his younger brother Lucretius was dead.  The valley floor below me passed by silently, still as death and growing darker.  This was the perfect backdoor ambush but the orcs would not see it, too confident in their impregnable citadels.  The legacy of dwarves who long ago abandoned them, they were massive constructions on sheer cliff faces with drawbridges and heavy stone doors.  The entrance to Dijin keep had a deep gorge dropping about three hundred and fifty feet to a narrow brook.  The only way across was an ancient slab of gigantic narrow rock over a hundred feet across but a mere seven feet wide.  How the dwarves of old managed to emplace it was a mystery.  Further, in those days the stone was raised like a drawbridge but the orcs did not possess that kind of knowledge.  Lesser bridges spanned the gorge that could be pulled back.  The mountainhold came into sight where the valley narrowed to a taper.   
 
      
 
         All appeared normal.  My steed was not yet tired so I slacked my ankle tethers so the animal could slow down if it wanted to.  Orcs were on patrol along the uppoer cliffs making things at least seem normal.   
 
      
 
         But I was uneasy.  What if I am wrong?  I wondered if perhaps there was no other army trying to gain the valley, that maybe I misinterpreted the Warlord's hesitance for something else.  Matthias remembered the dwarven underveins but that could be entirely coincidence. 
 
      
 
         Is there something else I have yet to see? 
 
      
 
         We rangers are no friends to orcs.  But it was not for their welfare that we were here.  True, we were using them as a bastian to hinder the enemy to allow time for our allies and the residents of Borderealm to plan, gather and prepare for their defense.  And we are sworn to extend our protection to all races within our territories of patrol.   
 
      
 
         The revelation that entire underground highway systems were underneath the lands of Borderealm was entirely new to me.  Not even Jebrael had ever mentioned it.  I do not know of anyone who knows of these underveins, nor have dwarves told me of their existence.  Matthias said they were relics of the Old World and I have to believe that.  Surely the dwarves did not use them any more.  But I had never heard of the ancient city of Nimbolc either, which Matthias said was the first civilization of dwarves located inside and under Mount Thokax in Darkfrost Peaks.  
 
    He said it was already old before the first appearance of the Broken Moon.   
 
      
 
         Talk of these old places disturbed me.  Cavin was obsessed with the earliest site of human occupation, Talan Dathar in Dimwood, also of the Old World.  Darkfrost Peaks was nearby.  Now Nimbolc and underworld armies, undervein highways leading to former dwarf strongholds occupied now by orcs.  Things were not simple anymore.  I remember Matthias telling us that in Lower Thokax below the ruins of Nimbolc were caverns with caves leading downward all the way to Hollowrealm but that the Warlord's forces chose to come up another way.  Instead, they ascended by some unknown route and then attacked Thokax from the surface ending the trollock civilization.   
 
      
 
         What lurks below that mountain that whole armies avoided it?  
 
      
 
         As I neared the fortress mired in thoughts two flames suddenly burst alive at the summit of Dijin Castle's highest tower.  It blossomed brightly in the darkness so that all in the valley could see it.  The tower construction appeared like a gigantic candle in the night.  Next two enormous brazen bowls flashed as they caught fire, flames quickly ignited by some fast-burning fuel. 
 
      
 
         Signal fires. 
 
      
 
         I turned my head and looked backward as my steed flew on.  The far away blackness of the mountains along the valley was penetrated by a flame that grew brighter and brighter several miles away.  I blinked.  Further off in the very far distance toward Kag'ar Grul, a second signal flame burst alight.  In moments the chiefs of the Bholbash Alliance at Kag'ar Grul would know something was wrong at Dijin Castle.   
 
      
 
         Before I could wonder where the enemy was located and what exactly was going on, I saw Bholbash orcs running out of the castle toward the slab bridge as I passed by overhead.  So many sprinted for the bridge that only those pressed in the center of the crowd made it while screaming orcs on either side plunged downward to their deaths far below, unable to find purchase on the bridge or outright shoved out of the way.  The fleeing orcs left in their wake a trail of weapons and shields, helms and hurt orcs who had gotten in someone's way.  Hundreds flooded out of Dijin Castle, a thousand  at least, before the tide trickled, stemmed and totally stopped.  
 
      
 
         No more orcs came out of the keep but something else did.  Something I'm sure no human in living memory has ever seen.  It was like a dwarf but so much taller.  Huge.  Covered in red armor and with a wicked short but very broad sword, the gigantic dwarf had dark skin and stood on the bridge, turning around as if to stop any more orcs from escaping.  I knew that there were more of these enormous dwarves just inside the entrance.  It was too late.   
 
      
 
         Knowing that panicking orcs are deadly idiots, I opted not to land in the valley.  My drake would need at least some rest before we made the return journey to Kag'ar Grul.  I landed on a high ridge to watch the scene below after dismounting to stretch my legs. 
 
      
 
                                                                         * * * * * 
 
      
 
         The Grimh were one of the few races in all of the Deep unconquered by the Taran Warlord.  Since the days of the Horn-Helm War between the Taran ogres and the giant dwarves in Hollowrealm, the chieftains of the Taran Wastes never again attempted to contend with the Grimh.  Only because of a common enemy, the Barad-ai, odd humans living in a far off secluded cavern city, had the ogres and giant dwarves formed a tenuous compact.   
 
      
 
         The Grimh were an anomaly in the world of dwarves.  They were the height of tall humans, some standing seven feet tall, but they retained the dense constitution and brawn of dwarves.  They were almost as wide with thickly packed muscle as they were tall.  Fierce in battle, with a love for warfare found to be true of all dwarvenkind, they were the titans of the dwarven race.  Unfortunately for other dwarves, especially those residing in the cavernholds of Hollowrealm, the Grimh were separatists and supremists who engaged in unrelenting war against all other dwarven and dwarf-kin peoples.  They shared no affinities for others, enslaved a whole race of gnomes for their utility and unfortunately for the Warlord, he had only been granted the use of one legion of these notoriously violent warriors.  Six thousand Grimh. 
 
      
 
         All led by one of the feared Undyrchiefs of their race.  
 
      
 
         The Grimh wore ringmail shirts of armor hanging to their knees, a protection of hundreds of layered triangular interlocking pieces over hydrahide armor.  The hydras were abundant in the lower cavern marshes and lakes of the underworld.  Each warrior had the symbol of their clan burned into the side of their necks and their black-haired beards were braided into locks like dark snakes.  They all carried a large waraxe, a handaxe, a halfspear and a very wide, flat broadsword that was more like an angular blade for thrusting.  Seige warfare and infiltration was their specialty.  Their commanders had reddish iron longknives and for many years in the Barad-ai wars the heroes among the Deep Men kept these red knives as trophies of their kills.  Those wars were always offensive campaigns because the Barad-ai never attacked the domains belonging to others.  But their own cavern city of Arud-run they defended mightily.   
 
      
 
         The only race to have ever made war against the Grimh with any degree of success were the Taran ogres.  This success lied only in that they had survived.  The Horn-Helm War accomplished nothing.  Aware of this history the Taran Warlord avoided their territories in his campaign building his armies for this surface invasion.  He was pleased when Grimh envoys approached him with this tentative alliance.  The Grimh wanted an Undyrchief to participate against surface-dwelling races, especially dwarves should they be found.  In particular, the race of the Emim-gard. 
 
      
 
         Aside from the Taran army of the Warlord himself, there were seven legions, the Grimh being the seventh.  Led by the Undyrchief, a title in the Deep denoting his undefeated status, he was regarded as equal to the Warlord though he was in command only of his own legion.  The Grimh made up the smallest legion, six thousand giant dwarves with no cavalries, no seige engine brigades, no war mages or mageguards.  They had eight hundred Vodoy.  These were a race of deep gnomes, all archers, their race subdued in some long forgotten campaign.  The Vodoy were now a part of Grimh society perfoming a large number of functions and even having rights and privileges affording many Vodoy families a level of prestige amidst the Grimh.  The giant dwarves did not perceive them as equals but nor were the Vodoy bullied.  It was beneath the dignity of Grimh warriors to berate or inflict harm on so insignificant a species.  The deep gnomes no longer spoke their own language and their treatment and living standards were so high they faught alongside the Grimh with the fervor of knowing their families were well taken care of back home.  Vodoy society maintained its own caste, its own bylaws and traditions for which the Grimh did not interfere. 
 
      
 
         Together the Grimh and Vodoy spent a month traversing the abandoned undervein long ago built by surface-dwelling dwarves.  They found the highway in rather good condition with only a few collapses and cave-ins that had to be cleared.  The trip from Mount Thokax to underneath Dijin Castle had been quite uneventful.  They had passed two underground forts, ruinous complexes once having dwarf garrisons somewhere below Dimwood.  They had no time to explore.   
 
      
 
         Beneath Dijin Castle they found the double-reinforced and sealed portal from the old undervein system into the nether dungeons of Dijin keep.  The Grimh found it interesting that the seals long ago placed on the doors were from the inside as if the dwarves worried about trespassers from Darkfrost or the highway entering Dijin Castle from below after the highway was closed and no longer in use. This great door was no obsticle to the Grimh. 
 
      
 
         In total silence five hundred giant dwarves formed two lines standing in pairs as they removed their heavy shields from their backs.  Each shield was round with tongue-in-groove locks centered on the front and inside of the shields.  Every single shield of iron was identical, forged from a mold that had not been changed in over a millennia.  The center of the shield was thick and thinned out toward its perimeter, the top having a handgrip that matched another grip along the bottom edge.  Five hundred shields, all locked one against another held between two massive and muscular bodies formed the heaviest, longest and most destructive battleram in all of Dagothar...and below it.  
 
      
 
         The dead weight of the shield-ram was four and half tons, but with the combined weight of the five hundred dwarves in pairs pushing it forward the weight was unfathomable.  When the Grimh force-marched along the cave, the ram of shields bent with the lines as the cave slightly turned.  Still, when the Grimh arrived at the door they rushed forward in a great heave in perfect unison learned from much training. 
 
      
 
         The portal busted apart with what appeared no effort at all.  Grimh through the portal pulled apart their shields and drew weapons entering the level below Dijin Castle as more and more giant dwarves did the same, dismantling their battleram of shields just as easily as they had formed it.  Slender, pale-skinned Vodoy archers with sharp eyes poured into the corridors checking all corners, crevasses and causeways as scouts and spotters.  
 
      
 
        Thousands of Bholbash orcs died that night inside the vast holds of Dijin Castle before others were able to light the fires. 
 
      
 
                                                                          * * * * *  
 
      
 
         Four hours later it was time to go.  My drake rested, I mounted and lifted aloft after watching the lines of red-armored gigantic dwarves streaming out of the conquered castle.  They were assuming marching ranks but not beginning as so many were still inside filing out.  These were an elite fighting force unlike any I saw among the Warlord's troops.  Their own rigid discipline was superior to that of the hornback orcs. 
 
      
 
         When the first group of about a thousand moved out they did so with purpose, skinny light-skinned figures looking like children fanned out in all directions forming a wide perimeter.  The ogrish-bearded soldiers moved slowly, not even attempting to pursue the fleeing orcs gathered along the passes and trying to hide along the lower ridges.   
 
      
 
         They marched toward Kag'ar Grul. 
 
      
 
    Ebrog Pass...southern Devilspire Mountains 
 
      
 
         Over an hour before he arrived at Ebrog Pass the fires atop the mountain burned.  Matthias knew then that somewhere the valley had been breached.  His theory about the underveins was probably correct.   
 
      
 
         Ebrog Pass was a dual-citadel with only the western fortress accessible by undervein.  The east fortress was a later add-on by the dwarves to block off the pass into southern Devilspire proper which had always been rebellious and unruly.  The domain of the axemasters.  The pass was heavily fortified and garrisoned by seasoned orcs and trained ogres that kept contant vigil against the rock trolls, other cave ogres and orc barbarians, minataurs, hill giants and cyclopes of the southern range.  All those who hated the Bholbash orcs.  Though many had joined the alliance to stand only behind their revered axemaster heroes, others of the wilds had not.   
 
      
 
         The two fortresses faced one another across a flagstone court three hundred feet across with only open sky roofing it.  In his descent upon his heavy wardrake, Matthias looked down on a court packed with armored Bholbash and barbarian orcs all facing and arrayed against the western castle.  Bloodied bodies were already laid across the stones around the western gate and horned figures with contorted bovine and orcish features tried to break free of the enclosed entry gate area but the press of orcs withstood their attempts. 
 
      
 
         As ranger and steed descended the orcs looked up and moved out of the way.  He landed about fifty paces from the center of controversy.  Seeing it was Thunder Hands the orcs cheered in their gutteral way to the surprise of their southern Devilspire orc, ogre and axemaster allies who had no dealings with humans at all.  Most alarmed were the enemy.  The minatrorcs from the underworld attempting to break the orc hold on the exit from the undervein did not at all like seeing a human here.  Upon touching ground the orcs rallied around him as more and more orcs emptied the eastern citadel to join the court below.   
 
      
 
         Matthias, a large, brown-bearded man covered in dwarvencraft armor, holding dwarven masterwork weapons, with a love for the dwarves and hatred of orcs, thought it ironic that he was standing amidst so many orcs who rejoiced in his presence.  

The impressionable orcs shouted in unison- "Maa'chiush!  Maa'chiush!"   
 
      
 
         The bastards couldn't even say his name right.  Standing on firm ground the Borderealm ranger shoved his hands into the huge dwarven-gilt razored, war gauntlets and began moving toward the orc line holding in the horned underworlders who eyed his approach.   
 
                                                                            * * * * *  
 
      
 
         Long ago a race of minataurs in the underworld invaded a series of connected caverns filled with poorly defended orc habitats.  They became their overlords and began to interbreed with the orcan females.  Over eight centuries later the larger, tougher and more wicked race of hybrids, the minatrorcs, turned against the pureblood orcs and minataurs, slaughtering most, enslaving the rest.  They too came to hate the Deep Men and joined the other Hollowrealm races in the largely unsuccessful Barad-ai Wars.   
 
      
 
         The minatrorc civilization had become populous but they had lost two battles against the Taran Warlord causing them to enter a covenant, albeit a submissive one.  Their kings provided the Warlord a legion full of minatrorc veterans as well as many of their dreaded seige beasts called garbolgs.  These vile animals were slightly larger than elephants, being gray-hide herbivores with two spiralled, out-turned tusks.  They had thick, huge forelegs, broad chests and massive shoulders with arched backs bent downward in to little hind quarters and small back legs with virtually no tails.  The had no apparent nose.  Their eyes were domed but catlike and floated in a liquid membrane that thickened to protect them from light.  When threatened they could for a short duration stand on their back legs looking truly menacing.   
 
      
 
         But the garbolg was not bred and domesticated by the minatrorcs for its appearance and size.  This strange and majestic creature had a unique weapon that protected it against all of the enormous predators in the Deep that hunted it for food.  The garbolgs roared.  This roar was a powerful sonic wave, a concussive force of energy that issued from its mouth in a concentrated stream almost a hundred feet out.  This sound, a voice-weapon, bent and warped metal, splintered trees, softened fungalwood, shattered crystal, glass and pottery as well as the bones of the living.  Garbolg roars vaporized liquids, turned away projectiles, fractured large stones while bursting to powder much smaller ones.  This lethal sound-weapon was a stream of blurry vibrating rings in motion almost like a straight undulating serpent.  These beasts required a moment or two of rest before they can issue forth a second roar.  The need for rest lengthened the more the weapon was used.  Without the garbolgs the Warlord would never have subdued the dusk giants.  
 
      
 
         Though the minatrorcs had taken the western citadel by surprise, emerging suddenly from the blocked off undervein, garbolgs blasting through barriers, the underworlders now seemed trapped by circumstance.  
 
      
 
         A valiant group of orc barbarians, taller and tougher than ordinary Bholbash orcs, led by a single hero among the orcs, an axemaster, had completely opposed their exit from their captured keep.  The axemaster wore boneplate armor and the minatrorc captains reported to their general, Bruik Caveraider, that this axemaster faught like a god.  The third push of minatrorcs attemtping to break the line had just been hacked to pieces of carcasses.  
 
      
 
         Caveraider stood beside an Aelvatchi headhunter subcommander after listening to his captains relate their woes.  He turned to the elf.   
 
      
 
         "Buy us time to position the bolgs.  Go and engage the orc in the Code."  The black elf nodded, unfolding his four arms that had been crossed over his darkjade armor.  The Heroic Code was a widely recognized and celebrated one-on-one combat ceremony that was even honored by the Deep Men.  Few ever refused a challenge because the challenge itself was a compliment to one's valor and prowess admitted by an enemy.  The weak, the fearful and the unwilling were never challenged for their participation in the Code would be an affront.  
 
      
 
         "Oh, and when you have finished this axemaster, go and kill this other visitor the orcs so praise." 
 
      
 
                                                                         * * * * * 
 
      
 
         Matthias pushed forward through the crowd of orcs and stopped thirty feet from the line of controversy between the axemaster and his barbarian orcs of southern Devilspire and the horned minatrorcs of the underworld trying to break free of the confines of the castle.  The ranger stared dumbstruck at the stacks of bodies piled up at the entry gates.  They weren't orcs. 
 
      
 
         The axemaster was drenched in blood and innards not his own were plastered to his body.  The veins in his forehead and neck pulsed regularly and his breathing was controlled.  He was muscular, of very fierce aspect, brutish and a head taller than his own barbarians.  Thick locks of stringy black hair hung from his head.  Statuesque, he stood before the broken gates daring any to emerge from its shadows.  Behind and around him were close to a thousand orcs both from the wilds and those of Bholbash valley.  Slightly behind him were two hulking loyalists of his from southern Devilspire, war-hardened ogres over nine feet tall wearing iron breastplates and thick bands of armor on their arms and thighs.  They held longswords in both of their hands that looked more like longknives in so massive of hands.  These personal guards made sure none approached the axemaster too closely from behind. 
 
      
 
         Matthias studied the axemaster.  He appeared as if to fear no one, wordlessly gripping two curved waraxes each with one blade larger than the other, with jagged spikes below the handles for stabbing.  Twisted leather braids secured the axe handles to the orc's thick wrists.  
 
      
 
         The fighting had abated and the whole court stilled.  It was quiet save for the moaning of minatrorcs unable to stop their life from leaking out of their butchered bodies.  At a slight nod from the axemaster, orcs rushed forward and snatched the mortally wounded enemies and dragged them to a quicker death, throwing their bodies in the stacks of dead minatrorcs.  The axemaster wanted a clear field of battle before the gates he sought to block.    
 
      
 
         The axemaster visibly twitched with anticipation and Matthias struggled to see what the orc hero saw but the darkness was too great.  Something was walking out of the gateway into the open area surrounded by the orcs.  The Borderealm ranger pushed his way closer to ten feet behind the large cave ogre guards.  Matthias felt icy recognition clutch his heart as his eyes adjusted to make out a four-armed dark elf assassin appear out in the open holding two curved, blackish-bladed scimitars and two wavy daggers in his lower hands.  He glared at the elf wondering if this was the one that murdered Luey in Wandering Elms but then dismissed the thought.  This elf had travelled the undervein all the way from Mount Thokax.  Luey's killer was elsewhere.   
 
      
 
         Silently the headhunter raised only one of its four arms and pointed at the axemaster as a ripple of excited disbelief  passed through the crowd of orcs.  Matthias, shoulder-to-shoulder with orcs, observed with a mounting sense of dread arising within him.  This is desperation, he thought.  The enemy needs the axemaster to give up his position.   
 
      
 
         To the ranger's dismay the axemaster accepted the challenge with a widening of his arms holding out his axes to clear more space to fight.  Matthias shook his head.  It is exactly what the underworlders want, to open the entryway.  Standing alone in the alcove entrance court the dark elf and large orc faced one another quietly.  The orcs and ogres slightly tightened the semicircle in their excitement to watch.  Matthias studied the dark of the entry trying to see if other enemies were about to storm the court.  The entry had to be held because it was the only choke point left stopping these invaders from entering the valley.  As they stood there the citadel and undervein beneath it were full of minatrorcs all trying to get above ground.  He did not like this turn of events at all.  
 
      
 
         Orcs are stupid.   Though the axemasters were truly awesome fighters, this was a headhunter.   
 
      
 
         The orc and elf walked straight for one another and met in the middle in a shower of sparks as whirling axes met slashing blades, illuminating the shadowy combatants.  In the space of a breath all heard the distinct thump and clang of a limb and weapon drop to the flagstones.  The dark elf pitched backward evading another attack and fell.  The axemaster did not move in for the kill. 
 
      
 
         Matthias suddenly realized what happened as the Aelvatchi leapt to his feet.  With a quickness he had not thought possible, somehow the orc struck the elf across the chest through three blocking blades after severing a limb, hitting the elf with the flat of the axeblade.  Which should have been a deathblow had the edge struck the headhunter. 
 
      
 
         He's toying with the elf.  
 
      
 
         Again the two collided in a blur of flashing blades and whistling axes and almost immediately the headhunter found himself back-stepping, parrying blow after blow so rapidly that he used both scimitars and his wavy dagger in his right lower arm to defend against the insanely rapid strikes all aimed to slice him in half.  
 
      
 
         An axe blade tore through the air at his face.  Blocked.  A fraction of a second later another ripped toward his neck.  Evaded.  An axe aimed at his chest was barely parried requiring a whole twist of his body to escape.   
 
      
 
         The elf saw the orc pitch his heavier body forward, legs bending and the the Aelvatcvhi understood what was coming.  A backswing followed by a deadlier forward slash of the other terrible axe.  The headhunter stood his ground ignoring the stinging of his missing hand and used a scimitar and dagger to block the first axe while parrying the second with his other sword.  He grinned nastily seeing his thrusting opening to run the orc through when unexpectedly the hard wooden handle of the first axe he blocked crashed heavy across his face, disorienting him.   
 
      
 
         The confused elf stepped back in time to avoid a decapitating slash and brought up his two scimitars almost as if by accident warding away another axe assault toward his torso.  The flipping in midair of a weapon to use its handle for an attack was so unexpected the confused Aelvatchi continued back-stepping and blocking trying to better understand what sort of warrior this orc really was.   
 
      
 
         Blood covered the elf's lower jaw and cheek as the side of his face swelled from the blow.  To the right of the center of the entry the two champions exchanged lightning-quick slashes and thrusts with the elf finding himself having to duck, to parry away death-blows one at a time until the orc's swings became so fast the headhunter could only perform an adroit dance of body evasions, each one saving his life.  The dark elf blocked the spinning axes and then stepped into the orc.  It was the first time since their contest that the elf had aggressively attacked.  Matthias watched anticipating it was the opening the elf had waited for.  These were among the most cunning killers in the underworld. 
 
      
 
         Far below the lands of Dagothar in the training pits beneath the dark elf city of Sarthaldon in the underworld, the maralich warrioresses have for ages trained the hordes of headhunters.  Unlike the normal two-armed dark elves, headhunters were a special breed with four arms highly trained and used by the Aelvatchi as spies, assassins, rangers, scouts and intimidating emissaries.  The dungeon pits held all manner of Hollowrealm species, soldiers of every race captured in the Deep, even Taran ogres and dusk giants as well as lesser known monsters and dangerous beings.  Headhunters were trained to fight them all. 
 
      
 
         But no orcan axemaster in service to the Great Mother had ever been captured alive and studied. 
 
      
 
         The orc already perceived the double thrust of the elf, side-stepped and brought down his blades with the speed of a goddess in a blur that removed both of the Aelvatchi's two upper arms at the elbows.  A single thump and clanging reported their contact with the stone surface.   
 
      
 
         The elf blinked in surprise disbelievingly just before a silent horizontal back sweep of an axe passed right through his neck.  The headhunter's head rolled sideways to topple wetly to the court as his dead body collapsed.  The axemaster screamed in primal fury that echoed throughout this area of the valley and off the twin fortress walls as the southern Devilspire orcs and ogres joined in, followed by the Bholbash orcs.  The noise of victory was so deafening that there was nothing Matthias could do when the axemaster did something very foolish.   
 
      
 
         Raising his right axe high, the orc hero then pointed into the entryway and charged into the shadow.  He was followed by his ogre guard, his wild orcs and many Bholbash warriors followed by more orcs all struggling with one another to join the axemaster inside in retaking the castle.  
 
      
 
         Orcs have got to be the dumbest race in all Dagothar.    
 
      
 
         Matthias was awed by the astounding prowess of the axemaster but equally convinced that in the tight spaces of the fortress the enemy would cut him down.  Across the court on the other side the orcs had lowered both bridge-doors and were celebrating the victory of their hero.  Still 
 
    the court was covered with orcs.  He stole a glance back toward his wardrake.  She was tucked inside her wings watching orcs warily.   
 
      
 
         The ground under his feet trembled and stilled.  Hundreds of orcs heading for the entrance slowed to a stop and looked about nervously.  Matthias saw his drake's head lift high into the air and look directly at him.  The noise of elation and battle excitement died out as the orcs quietened.  An uneasy feeling crept up the ranger's spine.  Even the entry issued forth no sounds of conflict.  His feet were numb. 
 
      
 
         Matthias realized that the ground was humming.  The numbing sensation crawled up his legs and his drake stood on all fours unfurling its wings and casting looks back at its master.  Just as Matthias began moving toward his steed the vibrations ceased.  When they did he noticed several pebbles fall a few inches and dust settle to the rock surface.  He had not realized they had been floating.  At his feet the flagstones suddenly showed thin spidery fractures branching out in all directions.  Larger cracks appeared as he stepped off of it onto another that was not fracturing.  As he began to run the flagstones behind him heaved upward pushing flailing orcs into the air screaming, whole seven foot long slabs splitting apart.  An entire nine-stone section blew upward into the air as two other areas of the court surface between the fortresses began fracturing.   
 
      
 
         Matthias saw an orc looking into the hole left after the explosion fall into the dusty darkness without a sound.  A whole group of frightened orcs dropped below the surface of the court as the ground under them disappeared.  Nearby a pillar of earth and broken stones blew upward from underneath the flagstone court and the ranger's drake covered its head with its wings as rocks rained back down.  Sinkholes appeared seeming to suck struggling orcs into them like hungry mouths.  Matthias saw a horrible thing. 
 
      
 
         Out of the dusty clouds billowing about flailing orcs raised the massive head of some unknown, round-eyed monster, dirt and pieces of flagstones rolling off of its face.  A gigantic feline-like eye turned on the gauntleteer as its curved tusks came into view and one enormous split hoof.  Beyond it to his left Matthias watched stunned as a second beast erupted out of the ground like a demonic volcano scattering stones and bodies of orcs living and dead.  Leaning its wide head downward and opening its cavernous mouth, a glowing tunnel of bluish wave-rings issued forth like a ghostly serpent.  Everything in its path fell apart.  Dust changed to smoke, pebbles turned to dust, stones broke into pebbles, flagstones fractured into rocks and orcs shook violently as bones splintered inside their bodies.   
 
      
 
         The sudden assault from below was so swift Matthias was almost cut off from his drake.  The steed was about to fly off without him, casting looks back his way indecisively.  Two more of the terrifying garbolgs of the minatrorcs broke loose from below and unleashed their sonic destructions on the defenseless orcs.  Flagstones exploded into sprays of projectiles that tore through the living and the dead as architecture crumbled.  A garbolg had climbed toward the eastern citadel where many orcs were already raising the bridge when its death-weapon blew them apart with the rock bridge and completely cleared away the entry of orcs.   
 
      
 
         As another geyser of earth and rock blew into the sky Matthias knew that these monsters had tunnelled their way from the undervein to behneath this court to give the minatrorcs an exit due to their earlier impasse with the axemaster.  As he ran passing another garbolg climbing out of a dust-choked hole, it raised a massive hoof and Matthias saw the crushed orcs in armor stuck to the bottom of it.  Also crushed but still recognizable was a cave ogre head.  One of the two large guards of the axemaster.   
 
      
 
         Suddenly the court filled with armored weapon-weilding horned minatrorcs and the ranger realized that they were ascending through the holes made by these colossal beasts.  Orcs were hacked down, trampled, run through, beheaded and captured.  Matthias pushed through fleeing orcs, many seeing him and changing direction to join him.   
 
      
 
         Lions among puppies, he thought.  Though he cared little for the orcs he had adopted Josiah's position that the Bholbash Alliance needed to hold because they were not the enemy.  Surrounded by about two dozen orcs looking to him for leadership, Matthias ran toward his drake and they tried to keep up as minatrorcs set upon them viciously.  Not one orc realized where the ranger was running to. 
 
      
 
         A minatrorc with a wicked axe raised thought to oppose Matthias but the gauntleteer's razored fingers carved off his face.  The underworlder was unfamiliar with such an exotic weapon and it cost him his life.  Seeing the minatrorcs overtaking their position and the desperation of the orcs, he turned around and joined them screaming loudly as he attacked a minatrorc.  With Thunder Hands beside them the orcs renewed their defense and began fighting harder, most not seeing the human ranger turn about and sprint for the wardrake twenty-five feet away.  The orc line broke and those not cut down fled back toward Matthias as he jumped astride the steed and hung on to the saddle as the fearful drake lifted powerfully into the night air to get away from the noise-making monsters.   
 
      
 
         Matthias glanced back down to see the orcs looking up cursing him as minatrorcs hacked at their backs and heads.  Every single one of them that had been running in his group was killed.  He could see minatrorcs spilling out of the western fortress entrance.  The axemaster had fallen.  Orcs throughout the court between the castles were being rounded up as they dropped their weapons.  He reached down and grabbed the reins and turned the drake back toward Kag'ar Grul.  He would return to their camp to await Josiah.  He looked back down at the chaos. 
 
      
 
         "Orcs are stupid." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
             
 
           
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                                          Venerating their Great Mother in the grottoes of 
 
                                          their hidden mountain temple, the orc axemaster 
 
                                          cultists brought all of Devilspire under their rule. 
 
                                          For a time the giants faught back in a series of 
 
                                          battles until the axemasters slew their king, 
 
                                          Malbolg the Stormbringer.  Dated as the 1009th 
 
                                          year from the birth of Craniax. 
 
      
 
                                                                           The Book of Giants 2.7.12, 
 
                                                                           Nikolo Ord Magi Library 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kag'ar Grul Keep...Bholbash Valley 
 
      
 
         The fortress was a hollowed out mountain once home to titans.  It was the tallest peak on the western side of the valley.  The protected entrance blocked by immense portals faced Dimwood, the unprotected open cavern entrance faced the valley.  This valley entrance was over sixty feet high and was once closed off by the largest stone cylinders in all of Dagothar, requiring a titan one either side to move in and out of position.  They were crafted from an entire cliff face to keep dragons out of the mountain.  The scattering of boulders inside and in front of the cavern were all that remained of the archaic megalithic engineering.  
 
      
 
         The mountain  was originally a volcano, collapsed, with countless caves and large caverns.  Layers upon layers of orc colonies were located inside and under the mountain.  At least two hundred thousand females and young called in home.  Over one thousand of the rare and very big white-furred winter wolves having red eyes appeared, all ridden by wild orcs of the southern range not allied to the Bholbash orcs but served the interests of the axemasters.  Matthias had informed me that it was believed by the dwarves that the wolves were very intelligent, cunning, could speak orcan and were evil by nature.   
 
      
 
         At that moment a group of five thousand hornback orcs on the mountain slope retreated a few hundred feet from a similar-sized group of Bholbash orcs guarding the portal when they were joined by the wild orcs of the winter wolf cavalry.   
 
      
 
         Now it was painfully obvious what the Warlord was doing.  I had returned to Kag'ar Grul and found a chieftain and a translator and described the giant dwarves marching down the valley.  I related what Michel told me of the minatrorcs and their destructive seige-beasts.  I tried to explain that their own methods of warfare were not sufficient, that they had best fight a defensive battle using the mountain as a shield.  Fight cave-to-cave if necessary.   
 
      
 
         "The chiefs are unyeilding," I told Matthias.  He sipped a hot cup of cider tea, offering me one.  The flame was small but we had good concealment under the precipice.   
 
      
 
         "Horde warfare is all they have ever known," he said, thinking back to the incredible fight between the dark elf and the axemaster.  He had told me of the engagement.  From our position high on the cliff face in sight of Kag'ar Grul's western and eastern approaches, we sipped the hot cider looking out over the slopes of the battlefield.   
 
      
 
         The Taran army was spread across the bottom of the western slope in rank-in-file battalions.  But these organized orcs, the camps teeming with goblin archers, titan ogres, hornhulk knights, war wizards, pygmy goblins and the dusk giants were not in position to ascend the mountain nor did they appear as if they intended to.   
 
      
 
         Matthias' words ate at me.  Horde warfare is all they have ever known.  What a waste of life and knowledge.  Orcs were nothing like us.  I thought back to something else Matthias had made me aware of that I had never known.  At the war council inside Kag'ar Grul when I was by myself just observing the different groups coming to terms, I studied the crowd.   
 
      
 
         As with the tunnels and chambered caverns I had passed through, elderly orcs were nowhere  to be seen.  He had told me that orcs prey on each other.  Young females nearing adulthood harass the older females, the orc females instinctively know when the older ones are no longer able to bear offspring.  These orc women are killed and eaten by the younger females.  Elderly orc males that cease producing offspring or even slow down in their rutting are also killed by the vicious females.  Once in a while a young female, having rutted with several males and unable to get pregnant, is also made a dinner of.  I had to inform Matthias that the dwarves had told him right. 
 
      
 
         "By the way, the Galdirim had it right.  The orcs are cannibals." 
 
      
 
         "Didn't see any old ones, huh?" 
 
      
 
         "Not a one," I replied.  
 
      
 
         The Warlord and his generals were gathered in a very protected circle surrounded by other taran ogres having the single horn protruding from their foreheads, though none were as large as the Tyrant nor did they have a double-row of teeth and six fingers and toes on their hands and feet.   It was evident to us that the Warlord was waiting for the battle for the valley to begin before he launched his fullscale assault.   
 
      
 
         In the center of the valley floor a host of about ten thousand Bholbash orcs blocked the entry to the mountain.  With them but spread out along the valley floor were some fifteen thousand other orcs from the southern range who followed the axemasters.  With these stood cave ogres and hill giants with their own allies of warmongering minataurs and twenty-foot tall hulking cyclopes using small trees as clubs.  The hill giants were a good three to five feet shorter.  This army was led by eleven orc axemaster barbarians.   
 
      
 
         We watched quietly as the red-armored gigantic dwarves from the underworld closed in on their position in a formiddable line of about seven hundred and fifty soldiers holding round shields and short wedge-shaped blades forming up eight solid ranks.  Behind the giant dwarves were two lines of small, pale-skinned gnomen archers.   
 
      
 
         "Those dwarves are huge!"  Matthias leaned over the ledge staring.  The loremaster of dwarven antiquities had never heard of such enormous dwarves in the underworld or on the surface.  The catalogue of combatants who had faught at the Battle of Ghul-run did not mention them.   
 
      
 
         "They must have been in the underworld forever," he breathed.  "There is no mention of this race by the dwarves of Red Anvil, Grol-galdir or Emim'gard.   Not even the Poltyrian archives at Three Bridges had records of this."   I listened, not knowing what to offer.   I was not a historian and if I was I would study the past of my people not the dwarves. 
 
      
 
         The underworld armies in the valley formed an L-shaped battlefront.   The Bholbash orcs and allies were unaware that they were totally flanked and unprepared for this type of attack.   I looked down at the garbolgs.   Matthias had told me how destructive their breath weapons were, what they could do.   I stared at them with the same awe the gauntleteer watched the Grimh.  The minatrorc line was stretched out at five hundred soldiers horn-to-horn in a formation twelve ranks deep.   That made six thousand giant dwarves and six thousand horned minatrorcs.   
 
      
 
         "Look at the gnomes," Matthias pointed.   The eight hundred or so slender undyrgnomes shot their first volley of arrows over the Grimh, the darts soaring high into the air to rain back down onto the crowd of southern Devilspire orcs.   I stared unbelievingly.   Almost every body struck by an arrow fell down.   A single ogre hit bellowed loudly as if terribly hurt as a hill giant flinched and cursed with a deep voice.   
 
      
 
         "They act as if those arrows were spears," I said.   Matthias was intensely studying the situation.   He looked at me. 
 
      
 
         "That ogre is wearing thick armor.   Looks like leather under bronze or copper.   No ordinary arrows are going to vex ogres even if unprotected.   Not even giants are as hard to penetrate as ogres."   I dwelled on this, thinking that maybe they were magical or cursed, when suddenly the thunderous garbolgs captured our attention.   
 
      
 
         In a flash forty-one shimmering tunnels of snakelike blue rings belched out of their bellowing maws clearing out breaches seventy feet deep into the Bholbash lines.   The whole valley rang with the noise of orcs screaming, convulsing, falling apart.   I watched as the flint axe of a huge mountain ogre break apart like cracked clay burnt too long just a second before the ogre himself began to dance, lift up and jerk sideways before collapsing in a heap, motionless.   The wave-rings froze orcs still as more rings made them spasm followed by rings that passed through their bodies shattering bone and curling armor.  Even rocks on the ground popped and the ground in forty-one places before these beasts was obscurred by a low-lying cloud of dust like a creeping fog.  
 
      
 
         As I watched the stunned orcs another volley of the deadly arrows fell upon them and those struck went down immediately.   A minataur died, an enemy arrow sinking halfway up its shaft into its horned skull.  
 
      
 
         "Matthias, those arrows must be enchanted."   
 
      
 
         "They just blew apart forty areas of standing orcs..." he replied in shock.   He was not paying attention to the archers any more.   As we spoke the minatrorcs advanced into the disoriented orcs, cutting down most in the front lines.   
 
      
 
         "Look, Matthias!   Those minatrorcs surround the seige-beasts!" 
 
      
 
         "Yeah, creatures that valuable got to be protected." 
 
      
 
         "No.  You miss my meaning.   The monsters are not blowing again."   Together we studied the situation below.   Matthias understood the implications without speaking them.   Those hellish creatures required rest.   They obviously could not repeat such a devastating attack until they were ready again.   I looked at them seeing that it was important for anyone dealing with such threatening beasts to concentrate their efforts in killing them before they could revisit such destruction again.   
 
      
 
         "They're just animals, Josiah.   No different than our drakes." 
 
      
 
         "Yes.  They defend themselves poorly or the minatrorcs would not bother.   Look how they pack themselves around the monsters."   
 
      
 
         Another storm of eight hundred arrows peppered the orcs.   I saw an orc impaled through its iron helm...the arrowhead jutted out from its lower jaw.   No armor seemed to shield away the gnomen arrows.   A hill giant wailed loudly, struck with three of them, the darts buried deep in his flesh with only the tails showing.   They were not feathered, but had fins of some kind.   
 
      
 
         The giant dwarves charged forward in a straight line of shields and angular red blades unlike any we were experienced with.  They were like a sharp cheese wedge.   Matthias said with their strength and weight behind the thrusts, those shortswords would rip into anything.  The Grimh front line remained straight as they marched into the smaller and weaker orcs.   Arrows striking the Grimh stuck in their armor but had little or no effect.   Already some ogres, minataurs and a hill giant were scrambling to get away through the winding ways and crags of rock on the valley floor.   
 
      
 
         "Those bastards are incredible..."   Matthias was awed.   I found myself alarmed that the gauntleteer would regard our enemy with such fascination until I noticed what he was looking at.   
 
      
 
        An axemaster had just felled a giant dwarf and was already fighting two more at the same time.   The first Grimh stepped back with a bleeding gash across his torso.   
 
      
 
         "Where do they come from, Matthias?" 
 
      
 
         "I'm not sure.  The dwarves of Ettertooth hate them but they are only spoken about with respect.   King Droerg of Grol-galdir once told me at his table that the axemasters are an ancient cult and that somewhere hidden beneath a mountain in southern Devilspire was a temple to some orc goddess they referred to as the Great Mother.   They are definitely why the Bholbash orcs have never attempted taking the southern range.   They're scared of those bastards.   For good reason, obviously."   
 
      
 
         We watched as a third red dwarf giant got hacked to pieces by the raging orc.   A dozen Grimh fell out of line and surrounded the axemaster as he beat the round shield out of a giant dwarf's hand, knocked his wedge-sword away and buried a hatchet into his face.   The flanking Grimh started to close in when two giant dwarves dropped dead, a third fell yelling a warning as two more turned to see axes crash into their faces.   Two axemasters joined their brother and in seconds the three slew all twelve Grimh.  
 
      
 
         And then he witnessed something that disturbed both of us. 
 
      
 
         A horn from the Grimh ranks blew a sharp note followed rapidly by two longer blows.  Immediately the force of giant dwarves at its center split into two groups as gnomes in the very back bunched tightly in formation.   The parting of the Grimh gave the undyrgnomes a perfect view and they unleashed their deadly arrows at the three axemasters who stood there defiantly.  All three were studded with so many arrows they went down.   The Grimh quickly closed their ranks as one of the axemasters, snarling, stood back up and broke arrows off to get some mobility.   He raised his two axes, bleeding from over a dozen arrows still embedded in his flesh.   
 
    The Grimh advanced on him and he slew another giant dwarf before he stumbled and they hacked him apart, marching right over his body.   
 
      
 
         "What the hell was that, Matthias?   Do other dwarves fight this organized?"   
 
      
 
         "No...Hell no.   The dwarves of Red Anvil are the most organized and disciplined.   They gained fame among the dwarves and faeries for slaying the giants of Ettertooth when they took Il-Makkabor.   But this, this is unheard of."   
 
      
 
         "The Poltyrians?"  
 
      
 
         "No.   Maybe.   I don't know, Josiah.   The Poltyrian military is very well organized but they don't train to fight monsters.   Hell, most Poltyrians don't even believe dwarves exist.   What do you think they'll say if we send word of giant dwarves?"   
 
      
 
         As we watched on the scene below became a slaughter.   The forces of the Bholbash Alliance were not prepared for this sort of combined assault in the valley.   A single axemaster cut his way through a mass of minatrorcs surrounding a seige-beast.   Though he was unstoppable, the several large ogres and orcs trying to keep up with him in the press were heavily engaged by minatrorcs who separated them from their champion.   I pointed the skirmish out to Matthias, for there were two dozen such engagements across the valley floor. 
 
      
 
         The axemaster folded over the last minatrorc in his way over an axehead and lunged toward the garbolg.   
 
      
 
         "Josiah, that thing's going to eat him."   
 
      
 
         The orc dove under a gigantic split hoof, slid under the beast's neck and then stood back up to deliver two powerful slashes burying his axeblades into the creature's flesh.   Yanking them back out he drew back leaving two deep gashes spilling forth blood as the monster shuddered.   A minatrorc stepped in thinking to drive a sword through the orc's back but a whirling hatchet flung the blade wide and a second axe suddenly appeared in the underworlder's forehead.   The axemaster leapt out of the way avoiding the silent lunge of the beast as its teeth gnashed at the air where the orc had stood.  
 
      
 
         The garbolg's catlike eyes followed the orc and it tried to strike him with one of its curved tusks that protruded from the side of its wide mouth, missing the elusive axemaster.   Spinning rapidly the orc severed a minatrorc's arm, dented in the helm of another who wandered off as if confused and chopped a horn off a third before also leaving the horrified minatrorc's right arm on the ground over eight feet from the rest of his body.   All of this was done with his left axe and as soon as his immediate area was cleared he threw his right hatchet straight into the left eye of the enormous seige-beast.  
 
      
 
         The garbolg's domed eye burst in brownish liquid.   The howl of the monster blasted to dancing, lifeless masses those minatrorcs arrayed to its left.   Over a dozen were caught in the blast cone where rocks disintigrated into powder.   The garbolg backed up too quickly for other minatrorcs to get out of the way and their bodies were crushed, rolled and smeared beneath it.  As this chaos erupted the axemaster picked up a double-bladed battleaxe off the ground and with two axes again he punished the minatrorcs. 
 
      
 
         "I'm not ever going to fight one of those orcs..." Matthias uttered, having every reason to fear so unstoppable a foe.   What we were watching was seemingly impossible. 
 
      
 
         The orc kept to the garbolg's blind side as about a dozen more minatrorcs closed in on his position, wary, few wanting to be the first to engage.   The underworlders did not know what to make of this large orc.   Already the news had spread that one of them had easily cut down a headhunter.   Two trorcs closed in together followed by a third hoping to overwhelm the axemaster. 
 
      
 
         One minatrorc gasped wordlessly falling forward, clutching his throat.  The tip of an axe blade opened up his neck.  The second trorc parried an attack and then folded inward as the tip of the other axe split him open from chest to thigh.  The third hesitated and took a hatchet to his right knee and a battleaxe to his groin.  The three minatrorcs out of his way, before the other nine could know what he was doing he leapt through their opening and with two great heaves sank the axes half-deep into the flank of the seige-beast.  He peeled off hide and pink flesh.   
 
      
 
         The entire bulk of the monster retracted and it stood high on small back legs, squealing frantically.   The orc buried his axes in to another underbelly area of the animal as a longsword spinning through the air whisked beside the orc's head and hit the garbolg hilt first, falling to the ground.   The other minatrorcs caught on quick and instantly, as the orc sliced open a gash from which guts popped out of the garbolg, several of them aimed their battleaxes, maces and longswords at the axemaster and threw them with all of their power.   
 
      
 
         They were not going any where near that orc.  
 
      
 
         A mace, two swords and even a spear hit the big orc barbarian as he beat his axes over and over into the garbolg in an astonishing flurry of slashes but it was a spinning battleaxe that took him down.   The shaft of the axe thumped against the back of the axemaster's head and he dropped like a stone.   
 
      
 
         He twitched.   A leg folded.   Then his hands pushed down against the ground and he began standing to the disbelief of the minatrorcs who had no time to react before the injured garbolg brought down a five foot wide hoof atop the orc crushing him into the earth.   Matthias and I watched on as another situation developed involving an axemaster. 
 
      
 
         From out of the ravines and depressions of the valley an axemaster suddenly led a charge of southern Devilspire orcs, ogres, rock trolls, minataurs and two hill giants directly behind the ranks of the Grimh formation.   They had cleverly hid off to the western side of the valley and waited for the giant dwarves to pass their places of concealment.   
 
      
 
         The screams of the undyrgnomes added to the cacophony of battle as they turned to see their own kind shredded apart by the fury of an axemaster and his stampeding troops.   Orcs gleefully hacked to death pale-skinned gnomes as some faught back letting go their deadly arrows.  Matthias looked at me. 
 
      
 
         "Looks to me the orcs realize those gnomes are the greater threat."   Archers were a problem for any army but not a priority.   Archers simply did not win wars.    A giant scooped up screaming gnomes and threw them high into the air to scoop up more and repeat the ritual, already his massive arms and shouldered pinned with dozens of arrows.   The underworld gnomes were butchered.   A group unscathed and further away rapidly loosed volleys into the orcs and minataurs.  
 
      
 
         The axemaster, having cut down over a score of the little archers, stumbled.   An arrow was buried in his stomach.   Four orcs gathered to guard him and three fell by arrows quickly.   A charging Grimh skewered the fourth on his wedge-blade and two other Grimh thought to end the axemaster.   With arrow buried in his gut through his armor, the orc champion removed an armored leg of one of the Grimh right before the other giant dwarf knocked him down with the weight of his body. 
 
      
 
         The axemaster slowly stood, broke off the arrow, and faced the lone red-skinned and crimson-armored dwarf.   In a blink four of five arrows whispered through the air to sink into the orc's body.   The axemaster fell and did not move.   
 
      
 
         "There is nothing normal about those arrows.   I see no wizards in this battle."   Matthias and I searched the field of controversy for any who could be empowering the archers.   No wizards.  
 
         The Grimh finished off those attackers from southern Devilspire who did not flee back into the ravines after the fall of the axemaster.   The undyrgnomes, diminished and angry, regrouped.   
 
    The giant dwarves spread out as did the minatrorcs in a great formation that from our position high on a nearby cliff face looked like jaws biting a shadow.  The shadow was the tightening press of Bholbash orcs still defending the ascent to Kag'ar Grul's entrance.   The air seemed to still as Matthias and I both anticipated what was about to happen. 
 
      
 
         The garbolgs, now rested, blew forty creek bed-like clearings out of the enemy orc horde, reducing the victims to quivering flesh with splintered bones and warped armor.   These tunnels carved into their forces extended eighty feet in length through many ranks because the seige-beasts were now closer to the Bholbash front.   Their defensive lines shattered the minatrorcs marched forward with the garbolgs trampling dead and dying orcs.   The sides of the valley were already filling with those smart enough to flee.   A giant thinking to bash a garbolg in the head with a boulder was himself blown backward, broken and bleeding.   He sat up looking about dazedly, vision blurred. 
 
      
 
         In no time at all the Grimh in row after row marched in formation up the slope toward the entrance to Kag'ar Grul, often right passed whole groups of Bholbash orcs who did not oppose their passage.   Minatrorcs formed a wide perimeter and began gathering the orcs, convincing them to lay down their arms.   As the surrendering on the outside of the mountain began the little deep gnomes carefully spread out and searched the entire battlefield, even overturning bodies.  Matthias and I watched from above as they used knives to cut out their arrowheads.   Lots of intact arrows were retrieved, but they were ever so careful in examining the dead and dying to find even the ones broken off their shafts.   Gnomes cut and then dug the heads out of dead bodies.  I watched as the majority of the arrows were put right back into quivers.   Every dead gnome's body was searched, their pockets and sacks in case they had been carrying arrowheads. 
 
    They had conducted this exercise as if it was routine, as if there was gold under these bodies. 
 
      
 
         We waited for dark to come.   The underworlders could no doubt see better in the darkness, but I did not feel comfortable flying down to the battlefield in the light of day.   I had to go down there and find an arrow.   I had to know what these things were.   Matthias had observed keenly that the underworld gnomes neglected to fully search out the area toward the very rear where they had shot at the axemaster and his troops but missed.   Arrows had flown quite far beyond the field. 
 
      
 
         As we waited for darkfall a winged goblin like the one I killed in Dimwood passed overhead.  Later Matthias observed two headhunters on wingmordhs fly across the valley.   Nothing flew near our hidden camp under the precipice.   
 
      
 
         I descended at full night into the valley below.   It was all quiet.   The gnomes had killed all the wounded, even some minatrorcs and Grimh unable to walk.   It took only a few moments to find an arrow the gnomes missed.   It was stuck in the ground by itself.   The archers sought for bodies and then searched for arrows.   The arrow I found was intact, buried at an angle in the dirt, and was nowhere near a body.   I quivered it, remounted, looked around the black skies and then flew aloft.   A host of minatrorcs were camped at the cavern entrance to the fortress inside the mountain.   The Grimh were nowhere to be seen. 
 
      
 
         Back at camp Matthias warmed strips of dried venison over a small flame in a ring of high stones around a little pit.   I sat down and cleaned off the arrow to study it in the light.   
 
      
 
         "What on Dagothar is this?"   Matthias eyed the purple arrowhead I held up.   Thin blue veins lined the material.   "They are no sharper than my own arrows, nor heavier." 
 
      
 
         "Are they even metal?" 
 
      
 
         The question struck me as odd and I found myself scrutinizing the arrowhead closer.   I had no answer.   They were not obsidian, or a crystal, not flint or any stone or metal I recognized.   
 
      
 
         We took turns sleeping after we ate.   Later in the night Matthias awakened me and we listened to the unholy howling of the umberslogs echoing off the valley surfaces.  We looked out to see the dark sky writhing in black forms with wings that dimmed the stars.   
 
      
 
         "They're from the underworld, Josiah.   Guess it makes sense to attack at night."   As the battle for Kag'ar Grul began the implications of Matthias' words sank into my soul.  
 
      
 
         Will they fight all their battles in the dark? 
 
      
 
    Kag'ar Grul Keep...fall of the Bholbash Alliance 
 
      
 
         In the dead of night the Grimh, already in position, flooded into the interior of Kag'ar Grul with the minatrorcs and their garbolgs.   In the morning Matthias and I saw there were only about two hundred minatrorcs stationed outside the mountain.   They had even taken their own orc prisoners into the cavernous entrance.   
 
      
 
         Cave openings higher on the face of the mountain were being assaulted by swarms of winged goblins with longspears and dark elves riding wingmordhs.   On the western slope of the mountain over thirty thousand Bholbash orcs and a small cavalry of winter wolves faught a desperate battle against basilaks, hammertaurs, a force of five thousand armored hornback orcs led by the tall mandrake and several columns of titan ogres, hornhulk knights, goblin archers and dusk giants.   The underworlders pushed the surface orc defenders back up the slope toward their immense portal.   Only about five thousand of the Bholbash orcs made it back inside the mountain but we knew this meant nothing with the Grimh and minatrorcs also somewhere inside the stronghold.   
 
      
 
         As the battle continued near the western portal whole lines of Bholbash orcs were surrounded, forced to yeild their weapons and marched off under guard as others continued to fight.  Defenders stole glances further down the slope where their kin were marched off of the mountain and out of the conflict.   
 
      
 
         "What do you think, Matthias?"  I asked, gathering camp and stowing away my gear.   We both knew it was time to get far away.   This area would soon be crawling with patrols. 
 
      
 
         "Orcs are stupid." 
 
      
 
         "Yeah, well, go to Ettertooth and talk to the Haddarim.   Then go to Emim'gard."   Matthias was more than happy to visit the two dwarven cities.   He was fond of the dwarves of Red Anvil and I knew they would accept him more than me.   
 
      
 
         "Where are you heading?" 
 
      
 
         "I'll leave instructions for Michel at the tower and then move on to Splinterdark.   We have to inform the wild elves and scorpinids.   I'll then go to the court of the Magrar."   At saying this aloud, mentioning the dreadful Muzzle Lords who ruled over the gnollocks and gnolls, Matthias cut his eyes at me.   
 
      
 
         "No men have ever returned from Gnosh City, Josiah.   Dwarves either."   
 
      
 
         "I know.   If I feel it is not safe when I get there I'll pass it by."   The umberslogs herded on the slope howled in hunger for blood.   Those had not been released into the mountain.   
 
      
 
         "Inform the Haddarim about these strange arrows.   Maybe the the High Haddarim can make some sense of them."   
 
      
 
         "You want me to warn dwarves of arrows?   Matthias looked at me incredulously. 
 
      
 
         "Yeah, why not?"  
 
      
 
         "Well, alright.   I'll ask about them.   Don't expect you to understand, Josiah.   They are not like us.   Dwarves feel it disrespectful to use arrows and spears in close combat, to have that leverage to inflict harm while remaining relatively safe.   It would be an insult to insinuate in their presence that they could ever be in real danger from an arrow.   Arrows are the weapons of elves.  Dwarves...well, you know, blades and bludgeoning and stuff." 
 
      
 
         "I didn't know they felt that way."   Suddenly I had a reason to dislike dwarves, a people I have done nothing against and did not know.   
 
      
 
         "I'll still run it by them." 
 
      
 
         My mind wandered over the things we now knew.   The Taran army was large but only a fraction of it was needed to take Kag'ar Grul.   Two other armies allied to the Warlord had taken Dijin Castle and Ebrog Pass.   They were very organized with deadly archers and great beasts.   
 
      
 
         Another large army of the Warlord's was to the south in Shannidar where I had sent Michel.  At least one more army was seen by the condor men heading around the north end of Devilspire Mountains.   This was at least five different armies.  There were probably others. 
 
      
 
         Cavin Knightshade was still missing.   Luey had been murdered by headhunters in Wandering Elms and his brother Abdias did not yet know it.   This was a new Uprising and it did not look good for Borderealm.   
 
      
 
         I tell you these things because there's no one else left who could.   From the beginning it was I who had almost made it to Talan Dathar.   But the end is another story.   This tale has not yet begun.   Nor will it,  till I introduce... 
 
      
 
         ...the thornmaiden. 
 
      
 
         My tale is not my own.   I go now toward the Court of Elderboughs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                                                                  End of Book One  
 
                                                                              of  
 
                                                            The Oraclon Chronicles 
 
               
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
             
 
      
 
        
 
      
 
            The books of The Oraclon Chronicles are being released fast.  Men seek the Oraclon, faeries strive to survive, the Taran Warlord merely begins the Uprising and the events rapidly unfolding across the face of Dagothar are being observed by offworlders and humanity has but one friend among them.   
 
      
 
            Make sure to read the two free Oraclon Chronicles short stories: 
 
      
 
            The Cragly of Cindereach 
 
            Greric and the Witch of Dimwood 
 
      
 
            To be released in- 
 
      
 
            March   Voyage to Talan Dathar,  Book Two 
 
            April     Uprising...Year of the Deep,  Book Three 
 
            May      Seeker of the Ancient Lost, Book Four 
 
            June      The Battle of Barrowen, Book Five 
 
            July       War in Borderealm, Book Six 
 
            August  When Men Are the Mighty, Book Seven 
 
            Sept.      Return of the Broken Moon, Book Eight 
 
            Oct.       Chronicle of Dagothar 
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