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      She was Amber Thunder of the Vorsung Dwarf Clan, the best clan anywhere.

      So, despite being an elf maiden lithe in body but stout in mind, she stood tall and defiant against the dark muggy night. The crickets screamed against the suffocating darkness, but she didn’t do more than grimace, no, smirk at the big fat moon hanging high in the dark speckled sky.

      Even if it was a big dark red moon. The kind that would send a freezing shiver up a lesser spine.

      No.

      The gentle chill at seeing that pocked moon was a pleasant relief against the smothering heat tonight.

      She was now full two decades of age, but she still went with two flaps of dark brown minotaur leather over her breasts rather than a wrap of minotaur leather since the wrap was often far hotter, especially in this heat.

      Never mind the thong and loincloth around her hips, or her silly comment to the dwarf boys about how the boxy pouch hanging off her belt covered more than the loincloth or thong.

      A joke was a joke, right?

      As much as her father harrumphed only hours ago and yanked his long black beard till more than a few hairs came out. Maybe she should of only toyed with her narrow leather cowl. It was already plenty snug around her shoulders.

      It was enough that, right now, she didn’t dare sit on any of the smooth welcoming boulders behind her, and appear to relax, as much as her feet in their thick leather boots yearned for a nice little break. Shifting them side to side just wasn’t enough anymore.

      But no. Never.

      Not while the fork in the wide dirt road ahead of her was empty.

      Only the familiar boot prints of her hunting party lingered there. The rest of the party went ahead, down into the pass behind her. The pass was too much like a canyon, so this fork, a good ambush spot. With the thick murky forest of craggy oaks and spearishly tall pines along the sides, it was like the bushy sideburns of a proper dwarf beard. Thank Groggle’s toenails that the endless ferns and thorn bushes tangled through them. They would crackle loud and clear if anyone or thing tried going off the road.

      So her job: guard this spot. Make sure nothing followed. Whether dwarf or monster, and well, the way she smelled so strongly of peaches and cream by now, all because that was her natural body odor because it was an elf thing, apparently – despite washing thoroughly before they left to hunt down the vicious fox-snouted drake that dared harass more than a few lone dwarfs during their travels.

      No wonder everyone agreed that she stay behind tonight. As one of the watchers.

      Anything coming could smell her from miles away, let alone that drake. Unlike actual dwarves and their less … powerful musk. Even here, with the thick craggy oaks and the even thicker brush full of ferns and thorn bushes. The musty earthy smell was refreshing at first, but now … that hint of iron, of blood from not that far away … but not dwarven or elven, no, thank Groggle’s beard. It smelled of a terrified deer, but she dare not go after it. Little could pass through these thick woods, day or night, except over the established roads or the occasional deer trail – like the one right beside her – which, by Groggle’s toenails, was a quick way to get utterly lost.

      No, as tempting as it smelled, to finding a tasty deer to bring back.

      So tonight of all nights, her first time on a watch all alone, so a few jokes to herself to pass the time … well, yes.

      Father still often teased her about her ears. How her big long elf ears were like daggers jutting out the sides of her wind-blown sunny hair, so better watch out, or else she’d poke someone’s eyes out.

      Least she’d always be armed, she’d say back, and tonight was a night a girl wanted all the weapons she could get ahold of.

      Not that her pair of adamant axes weren’t enough. Lighter than steel yet even stronger and more durable, adamant was one of the few dwarven steels that wasn’t in the slightest bit toxic to an elf like her. Along with the adamant pauldron over her right shoulder Uncle Gunter gave her for her coming of age day two years ago. Just like her adamant armor over both knees and elbows that father gave her just last week – all to enhance kneeing and kicking with that extra crunch power. Both adamant axes were strapped in their leather sheaths to her back, as they should be, and pressed her ponytail between her shoulder blades.

      (Never mind how the boys loved to say she had four peaks rather than two – despite father knocking them senseless whenever they did. She knew better than to comment back about their thong blades where father might hear.)

      ((Or how, during every festival so far, none of those dwarf boys would ever dance with her beyond the occasional usual polite friendly dance the nicer boys gave to all the girls, no matter how stout or scrawny … so …

      WAAAAAAAHHHHHH!

      A baby?

      Nearby!

      Another cry – down the deer trail!
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      Amber dashed down the narrow deer trail.

      Her heart racing as fast as the wind whipping against her, the ferns and thorns slapped and scratched her long near bare legs, but no, she was an elf warrior, and so proud of it the heat of the night was nothing compared to the warmth of her pride.

      Her first quest alone. A critical one. Save a baby like her father saved her so long ago.

      And from years of wound-recovery training, inflicting greater and greater wounds upon herself, all to train her stamina greater and greater and up her stunningly fast healing speed even faster and faster, so now, she could heal so quick a blade could slash deeply through her and appear like it didn’t–except, sometimes, a few drops of blood.

      So a few thorns and thistle–nothing.

      The screaming crickets were nothing compared to the wail of that terrified baby. A baby who would quickly be killed by the creatures, by the uncouth horrors that lurked in these woods, horrors even her father preferred avoiding.

      Even to avoid keeping their hideous corpses as trophies.

      Only fit to bury and forget. Spit upon their unmarked graves.

      But right now, the only blood she smelled–deer blood and terror–so far.

      The dim red moonlight was more than enough to see every twist and sudden turn of the trail. Of prints glimpsed here and there of deer, rabbits, and foxes. Of massive tracks, bestial and serpent of other … things.

      The endless scratching and pricking tore through her legs but also tore away any hesitation. No. They tried to slash her back, but their resistance was futile, pathetic against a dwarven-trained elf warrior.

      Yet that bone-chilling shriek ahead–no time left!

      The sound merely cooled her body some against this oppressive heat. Enough to make her grimace.

      To smirk.

      This heat was nothing compared to the forges her clan hid within their most holiest of caves. Of the few caves still safe to live in. Unlike the many lost underground towns and cities now filled with horrors and things best not spoken of.

      From a disaster never spoken of.

      Horrors of insane and nightmarish sound, form, and smells that slaughtered outlanders by the countless dozen, whether the few smooth-talking looters or all-too-many steel-encased invaders. Most outlanders ended up dead or worse. Any of them who dared trespass into dwarf clan territory and, in their well-deserved misfortune, stumbled into one of the many lost settlements and in the end, became some of the many unspeakable horrors guarding the very treasures they sought to steal.

      But now that smell of musty rot, the grind of bone and mummified flesh, the thump of a bulk best not seen–but that wail!

      The baby was close. Moments away.

      That baby wouldn’t join the horrors that lurked deep below the dark soil. No. Not tonight.

      A piggish squeak erupted to her side. The stink of rotting orc?

      A massive two-handed axe swung for her neck.

      But not fast enough.

      Amber jerked to the side. The orc’s dark blade breezed right passed her throat. Missing.

      But that burn of cold iron up her nose. Burnt like frying grease vaporized.

      And worse than father’s few sweet but nightmarish attempts at frying broccoli for her long ago.

      Amber rolled through fern and thorn. Over her side, but still as good as any dwarf could completely balled up.

      Midway she even whipped out one of her adamant axes. Its light weight critical for her elven speed. Its massive double crescent blade doubling as a shield against the next blow.

      A quick powerful blow that came crashing down.

      BANG!

      Both hands held her axe in place.

      Barely.

      Looming well above her that blue-brawned warthog-faced bastard of an orc snarled through broken brown tusks.

      Spat out guttural gibberish.

      But underneath his blood-torn leather tunic and rusty mail his festering undead body had plenty of unnatural gangrene and black of dead decaying orc. Just like father had described to her plenty of times before.

      The crackle of brush behind her – the stink of more undead pig – snarls and gibberish.

      More orcs!

      The wail of the baby grew louder. More desperate.

      No time left. One hand holding her shield axe. The might of the undead orc jolting her down.

      The jolt also jolting her other hand around. Helping her whip out her other axe.

      The impossibly sharp adamant edge slashing clean through the looming orc’s knees.

      His squealed gasp at he collapsed in place. His own axe wobbling weak.

      Amber leapt to her feet. Spin slashing in place.

      Destroying both the looming big orc bastard and his closest reinforcements. Their bodies … bursting into big white clouds of … ack!

      She breathed in it and gasped … coughed, hacking, but that cloud …

      The taste of salt?!
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