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Prologue 
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Kala Silverbeard Got Old

––––––––
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THE FIRE IN FRONT OF Toli Hookhand crackled as the warm breeze blew through his black braided beard while he fell asleep on watch (like usual). A twig behind him snapped in the shrubbery, and Toli’s hook was up and pointed in the direction before the final snap. “I’ll cut ya from neck to nuts,” Toli hissed. “Now, who goes there?”

Muttering curses about the smell of minotaur shit, a worn out Kala Silverbeard emerged from the shadows, swiping his worn brown boot on the large stone in front of him. “I stepped in Betha’s shit.” Kala spat on the ground. “Ugh...and minotaur shit never goes away.”

Toli cackled and said, “Ha, that serves ya right, old dwarf, walking around in the dark like a jackass.”

Kala yanked his rune engraved warhammer from behind his back with a groan and leaned it against the rock outcropping beside them, ignoring the comment. Toli snatched his gutrot, took a pull, and then started to stand. He paused when he saw Jari’s shadow heading for the glen to take a bath. He went to say something, but turned back to Kala when he cleared his throat.

“You’re up,” Toli said as Kala’s bones cracked as he lowered himself down to relieve him. “For the dwarven lasses asses,” Toli laughed. “You’ll never bed another lass with those bones.”

Kala expelled some air with a loud grunt as he adjusted his sagging balls, then smirked as he warmed his hands by the fire. “I can no longer lay with lasses. But I was just like you a very long time ago.” He tugged at the neck guard on his armor. “When this armor actually fit.” He paused and gave a sad chuckle. “But I did it all for that halfling lasses ass.”

Toli guffawed and said, “Halfling lasses?” He stopped when Kala glared at him. “Well, when we get our gold, I’ll be the first to lay ‘em for you,” Toli said.

Kala chuckled again with a shake of his head. “If we live that long, Hookhand....if we live that long.”

Toli stared at Kala’s worn, leathery hands. “I heard you were old, but by the way, those bones cracked...you have to be at least two hundred, maybe three.”

Kala glanced over both shoulders at their sleeping companions, turned back around, and then said, “Toli, I’ve never told anyone what I’m going to tell you. But after that run in with Boro’s army and those minotaurs getting wiped out, I have to get it off my chest before my ticket is punched.”

Toli raised an eyebrow and sat back down. “You have a point, scalp master.” He paused and stared at the shadows dancing on his blood dried hook from the fire. “Go ahead.”

Kala exhaled a deep breath, made eye contact with Toli, and said, “I’m way past two or three hundred.”

Toli’s eyes opened wide as he took a pull of gutrot, then spit it into the fire, causing the flame to go higher. Kala gave a mirthless chuckle, “Let me tell you a story, Hookhand, about a dwarf who is close to a thousand years old, but lucky enough to only look around two hundred and fifty.”

All Toli could do was drop his gutrot in the fire from the shock, sending the flames higher, illuminating Kala’s cold, distant eyes and bloody, scarred face as he held up his bandaged hand with his fingertip missing in the firelight and chuckled. “It was the morning of the greatest undertaking in dwarven history...”
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A Gathering Of Misfits

The Legion of Light, a once predominately dwarven unit that worked as a private army for King Tabor Bloodbraid, always mustered in a tavern known as The Halfway Inn (and a lot of dwarven belly dancers knew all too well what halfway in really meant). The tavern was nestled in the Armorers District of Anak’anor, close to the city gates. And it was mostly populated by dwarves like all the others in the district, but this was a legion hangout, so there were others mixed in with them.

Young Kala Silverbeard, approaching his thirty-seventh birthday (eighteen in human years) with a light wisp of black hair on his chin, barely making a decent beard was somewhat of a new recruit to the legion. He was on his most important mission so far, and he was going to make the most of it. He approached the tavern with a crisp piece of parchment in one fist, in the other his plain steel warhammer, willed down to him through the generations of his family, which he was at best horrible at wielding. 

When Kala had arrived in Anak’anor the previous summer, he joined the legion for a place to sleep and a small amount of coin to eat, not wanting to follow in the family business of blacksmithing and rune reading in the Grey Mountains far to the east. Shortly after arriving, he heard of the Hog Riders, a special operations unit within the legion, and immediately went to the barracks to enlist as an initiate as well. You were required to be in the legion to join them, with no moonlighting as a scalp collecting merc, which Kala had no interest in anyway. The Hog Riders were a small dwarven unit comprised of the best in the legion that were the personal bodyguards of General Orefinder. He was the one who kept order in Anak’anor with no king present and who spoke for him when he wanted things done there. 

Becoming a member of the Legion of Light was easy. All anyone had to do was sign up in a tavern much like this one, and unlike his predecessor, King Nip Nop Bluebeard, King Tabor was open to mercs joining and leaving whenever they wanted, so they could continue hunting. It was a steady way for mercs to make coins because scalp hunting wasn’t always fruitful. If you couldn’t catch who or what you were hunting, you starved. The recruitment also helped swell Tabor’s ranks if any wars broke out that he was involved in on Labrys. 

But to be a Hog Rider like Kala’s dream was, you had to apprentice and do the menial jobs like shout to a room full of drunken legionaries about something Tabor wanted done. On that particular day, he was sent by Orefinder to the tavern to recruit another small group within the legion that was being formed, and Kala hadn’t the first clue what its job would be. 

All he knew was that he was going to join up for double the pay that was being offered. Kala approached and entered the dimly lit rowdy tavern full of mercs, his fellow members of the legion, merc or otherwise, and dwarven belly dancers. He noticed three legionnaires who were always sitting together off to the left side as he entered, the light often not reaching them. But it wasn’t hard to see their massive frames as they usually blocked out the back wall they sat against.

The first merc was a half orc cleric named Wulfric, who was a part time legionnaire. A rough and tumble merc who was disfigured with burn scars running from his scalp to the tips of his toes. He had small tusks, with one broken and jagged, the other just a nub above his gum line. Bandages covered most of his scarred green skin, and for some unknown reason, Wulfric had black smoke constantly billowing up from under his black robes, which perplexed Kala whenever their paths crossed (which was as seldom as Kala could make them).

If Wulfric, smoky skinned, dressed in black, disfigured and ornery, the red robed druid merc legionnaire next to him, Gustav, a lizardfolk creature called a pockapateel that stood on two legs with humanesque hands, was even scarier. Kala had heard that Gustav loved the taste of humans over any other meat. Kala had even once seen him eat human balls off one he killed when he thought no one was looking late one night behind the tavern. When Kala and his eyes met, he quickly averted his. Gustav belched, his gums flapping along his jagged row of double teeth. He growled low before spitting a wad of phlegm beside him, then returning to his drink. 

Kala gulped the lump in his throat and made eye contact with the last member, who was not a merc nor would he ever be. The red orbs in legionnaire Sir Lucius Ironhorn’s albino face made Kala so uncomfortable that he almost pissed himself. Lucius was one of the most skilled minotaurs on Labrys in both healing and the art of war. 

The only reason Kala didn’t have a heart attack when the pair locked eyes was that Lucius was a paladin and didn’t kill for coin or fame. He just administered to the destitute. A true specimen of what a member of the legion should look and act like. The only time he did kill was when good fought against evil, and he was always in the front line at the center, slaughtering anything not on the side of Light under his warhammer. 

Lucius wore a silver breastplate with matching arm and leg guards. The chest piece had a large warhammer crossing a torch chiseled into it, signifying his unit within the legion. He belonged to a small elite group known as the Light Bringers, who were more of a mixed race special forces branch in the legion. How he knew Wulfric and Gustav, Kala could only guess.

“What do you want, pint size?” Gustav grumbled without looking up. “Only real mercs and legionnaires come here...not young silk swaddled messenger dwarves who just joined up.”

Kala cleared his throat and dismissed the comment by turning to face the crowd. “Herey, herey...” The crowd turned. “King Tabor Bloodbraid has called upon the members of the Legion of Light and any mercs looking for work to form a special task force needed here in Anak’anor,” Kala shouted.

A few guffaws could be heard from the grizzled dwarves of the Red Mountains who comprised the front battle lines of the legion (they were the most violent of the dwarves, though not as skilled in combat as the Grey dwarves were). They dismissed the comment with a wave of their hands and began to slam more gutrot at the bar. A handful of others at nearby tables muttered something about Tabor being a charlatan and went back to their conversations. And these were the reasons King Tabor Bloodbraid started accepting any and every one into the ranks, even mercs who still hunted and could come and go as they pleased, like Wulfric and Gustav. After a few minutes of waiting, thirty legionnaires approached from around the tavern. 

A three foot ebony skin halfling with piercing blue eyes and tight purple cornrows approached Kala in front of the others. “And what’s in it for us real mercs who joined the legion for steady coin?” she asked, arms across her leather jerkin.

Kala glared at her and said, “Double your pay within the legion while you stay if you pass the test.” He paused. “Anyone interested?”

The halfling nodded and pushed past him. “Move, youngling. There is coin to be made.”

Kala stumbled and then righted himself with a growl. “If anyone else is interested, meet me in the clearing on the outskirts of the city.”

As the group pushed past him, checking their packs, Wulfric, Gustav, and Lucius stood and collected their belongings. Wulfric pushed Kala aside without a word, then Gustav bumped him, and he fell onto the floor. As he righted himself, Lucius stood by his side and helped him to his feet.

“I don’t think we’ve met...officially,” Lucius snorted.

Kala didn’t speak as he dusted himself off, doing his damndest not to piss himself as he kept his eyes downcast. Lucius leaned down nose to nose with Kala and growled. He bumped Kala’s forehead, then lifted his chin and said, “I am coming along because...” He sniffed a few times, mere inches from Kala’s nose. “There is evil in our midst, and I’m sworn to snuff it out.”

Kala swallowed the lump in his throat and nodded, then whispered, “Whatever you say...” Kala paused. “Sir...”

Lucius cleared his throat, and Kala made eye contact with him. “I’m addressed as Sir Lucius Ironhorn of the Society of Light Bringers by those who don’t know me.” Kala gave a quick nod, his head bobbing up and down several times. Lucius laughed and then clapped Kala on the back, knocking him forward as he headed out the door. “But you may call me Lucius,” he said, ducking under the door frame on his way out.

Kala smirked as Lucius cleared the door frame and followed Wulfric and Gustav down to the field with the others. “Any others?” Kala asked. 

When no one said anything, Kala hurried out the door behind them, rushed to his pony, and then rode off toward the field surrounded by tall willow trees. Kala rode by himself behind the others as the dust blew around him. Street after street, he rode as they made their way to the gates. Crossing under the gates of Anak’anor was always intimidating. The gates were massive with long spikes on each of the doors. The top of each had a dwarven head with its mouth open to pour pitch down on any would be attackers. Kala rode through, then whipped his pony and galloped after the others.

Down one slope and then out into the clearing where everyone was to meet, he galloped to a secluded spot, sweat soaking his raggedy black gambeson. Kala rode to a large tree trunk with a leafy canopy and dismounted. He swiped the sweat from his brow and set up a spot close to the halfling, who gave him a look of disgust as she dismounted. 

She secured her medium sized mount, a black and white striped animal called a cozelle. They were large furry creatures with long striped tails capable of carrying a halfling with no problem. They were also fast and agile enough to keep pace with horses until they tired. And they were known to let loose with an anal gland neurotoxin as protection rather than using their teeth or claws, but when backed into a corner, they would kill without hesitation to protect their rider. 

A little further down the clearing, unpacking were Wulfric, Gustav, and Lucius. Kala unrolled his bedroll and waited without speaking to anyone, only puffing on his pipe. As the sun set with the others glaring at him, Kala sat with his back to the tree and wondered if it would be his last night on Labrys as his eyelids started to drop.

Kala had dozed off, and when he heard the snap of a twig, he stirred and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. Morning had come. A blonde haired frost elf wearing a white robe with black stripes running through it, with short pointed ears and a long nose, squatted in front of him. Kala let out a scream and scampered back, drawing the halfling's attention, who shook her head with an eye roll as she brushed her mount.

The elf extended his hand, “My apologies, master dwarf.” Kala hesitantly shook his in return. “My name is Tedlethian or Ted for short.”

Kala raised an eyebrow and said, “An elf named Ted and I thought I’d seen it all.”

Ted chuckled and stood, helping Kala to his feet. “My name comes from my human parents, who took me in and they called me Ted, but they have since died. I have taken on the family profession recently and joined the legion.”

Kala shrugged and glanced at Ted’s belt line. “You don’t have a sword or shield.”

Ted grinned and held his palms up. “I speak to the dead.”

“Uh huh,” Kala said, wondering why the frost elf decided to talk to him, a race he despised with his entire being. And when Kala was about to ask why the elf chose to talk to him, he saw a group of young dwarves that he drank with packing up. 

“Excuse me, Ted,” Kala said, hurrying across to his friends across the clearing and said, “Noodle, wait up.” 

Noodle glanced up from packing. “Yeah?”

“Where you going?” Kala asked.

The dwarves started to walk past Noodle as he shouldered his pack with a sigh, then swiped his brow. “I don’t know why you thought this was a good idea, Kala. I’ve waited all night to hear the offer and take a test for better pay. Shoulda known better than to trust Bloodbraid, that dwarf has no backbone.” He took a sip of water from his flask and offered it to Kala, who drank greedily. “And I could have joined the group heading to the Frost Caves to kill some rogue elves. There’s supposed to be a ton of riches in one of those caves, and a rare flower that will sell for a fortune in Anak’anor.”

Kala gave a slow nod as Noodle smiled and walked away.  “We’re going to catch up with them.” He turned back around. “You coming?”

Kala turned his head and looked off into the distance. “Nah. I gave my word to the General.”

Noodle rolled his eyes and said, “Grey dwarves and their word...who needs ‘em?”

Noodle nodded a final time as Kala laughed, then gave a wave and followed the others. Kala glanced over his shoulder at the remaining members standing across the clearing. Most of the others had left during the night. The only ones left were the female halfling, Gustav, and Wulfric, Ted the elf who was leaning against a tree snorting something off his index finger, and Lucius, who was on the edge of the group, standing with his forearms across the edge of his warhammer, the blue metal shaft stark against his albino fur. 

Wulfric, smoke seeping out from under his black robes, stepped forward and pointed a scarred index finger with a wisp of smoke in Kala’s face as he approached them. “Explain why I’m sitting here with my smoldering cock in my hand, messenger,” he demanded.

Kala gave a sheepish shrug. “The general will be here to give you the test. Hog Riders always keep their word.”

Lucius placed a hand on Wulfric’s shoulder, leaned into his ear, and whispered something. Wulfric nodded slowly and backed away. Lucius stepped in front of Kala and squatted so they were the same height and said, “You had better come up with something soon, or they will go and kill Tabor for leaving them in this hot sun and in the elements overnight, and you for announcing it.”

“I don’t think that’s needed, Lucius,” Kala said, his voice an octave higher, eyeing Wulfric and Gustav, who were tapping their weapon handles. “You three could just leave like the others. But the General will be along soon, I promise.”

Lucius glanced in the direction of the Hog Riders in the city and said, “Let me tell you something, youngling. Wulfric and Gustav kill any and everything for coins...pure mercs. I, however, am sworn to protect Tabor with my life.” He glanced over his shoulder at the pair and then back to Kala. “The king has enemies that would love to see his head on a spike outside the gate. I’ve heard some things in the tavern but have not reported them up the chain of command because I believe them to be nothing more than banter. Some consider him a usurper to the crown after the untimely death of King Nip Nop Bluebeard.” He paused. “And I hope for your sake the General gets here soon.”

Kala nodded quickly and said, “I assure you, he will be here.”

As Lucius walked away, Kala felt a tap on his shoulder and turned around to see Ted standing with the halfling. Ted turned to the side and said, “Kala, I would like to introduce Freya Funkfoot. She would like to know—-”

“Where the fuck is Orefinder?” she spat.

Kala pulled at the neckline of his raggedy gambeson and cleared his throat. “I promise you, he will——”

Before he could finish, Freya’s knife was at his nut sack. “I promise you will have your balls in your mouth if that dwarf doesn’t show up soon.”

She turned around and stormed back to her mount, leaving Ted with Kala. Ted shrugged and smirked, then tapped some white powder onto his index finger and held it up to his nose. He snorted it. “Elven tree root.” He rubbed his gums with the residue. “Great stuff.” He held it out to Kala. “Want some?”

Kala shook his head in disgust and muttered as he walked away, “Fucking frost elves. Worthless bastards the lot of them. Fucking on beds of lettuce.”

Kala took three steps and bumped right into a figure that stepped out of the trees in front of him. He looked up, with his chin on the being's stomach. Staring down at him was an asleon, a large catlike humanoid who smiled. 

“Pardon me,” he purred. “I’m Silk.”
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Kala had heard of an asleon, but they stayed to themselves high in the trees, deep in the southern forests on the opposite side of the Black Rock mountain range, closer to the Colorless Pinnacle. There were so few of them on Labrys that meeting one was a one of a kind experience.

Kala stood staring up at him, not saying anything. Silk smiled and said, “This is where you tell me your name.”

“My name...” Kala kept staring and then introduced himself with his full title. “Yeah, ummm, Kala Silverbeard, Third Anvalist of Fog Peak of the Grey dwarves.”

Silk laughed and said, “That’s a long name.”

Kala blinked and said, “I’m sorry, I’ve never seen an asleon before. I’m Kala.”

“Ah,” Silk said. “I should have known you never saw one of us,” he said, licking his paw and smoothing out the black fur on top of his head. “I am here to meet with General Orefinder.”

The others walked over, and Freya looked Silk up and down in his indigo gi. “I heard there was an asleon around here somewhere. I just didn’t think you would be trying out with us.”

Silk smirked and then bowed low at the waist. “I am Silmaniquk of the Walemen People, or Silk as I’m known outside my tribe.”

“How did you hear about this?” Kala asked, regaining some composure.

Silk shrugged and said, “It matters not, I just knew I would be needed,” he purred, then looked over Kala at the rising dust cloud, pointing over his head. “And I believe I have come to the right place.”

A column of fifty one steel blue tok plate armored dwarves rode in on hogs. They were led by a massive dwarf with an intricate horned helm on an even larger tusked hog. General Orefinder had finally arrived. They rode towards the group, and Orefinder held his fist in the air to stop his guards. He urged his red hog forward, swaying in the saddle as he did, a look of indifference on his face about the glares he was receiving. 

Kala approached and raised his fist to his heart and bowed at the waist, then stood back up. “The volunteers you requested, General.”

Orefinder didn’t say anything as he pulled the reins on his hog to stop, scanning the faces in front of him. He exhaled a loud breath and then said, “So...you are all that remains from the group I watched leave the tavern?” he asked, finally dismounting. “My legionaries, Kala, Lucius, and Silk.” He turned and frowned at the others. “And my mercs, Wulfric, Freya, and Gustav, I presume.” The three shrugged as his eyes settled on Ted, who was standing off to the side. “Ack, and the one necromancer I didn’t want.”

“Necromancer?” Kala gasped.

Ted gave a toothless grin and nodded to the others' chuckles. Orefinder removed his horned helm, placed it on his saddle, and snatched a flask from his waist. He took a long pull of gutrot, then gave a loud belch and spat to the side, “Let’s discuss why you are here, shall we?”

“First, tell me why I shouldn’t cut your fucking throat for making me wait around with my smoking cock in my hand, Orefinder?” Wulfric growled.

Orefinder smirked and ignored him, then said, “You have stayed when everyone else had left. And that’s all I wanted.”

“You have to be fucking joking?” Wulfric snapped in disbelief. “I’m going to have a sunburnt smoldering cock because you wanted to make us wait as a test?”

“Your cock is not my concern, half orc.” Orefinder spread his hands wide and bowed, “I was just looking for patience.”

“Oh, fuck off,” Freya said, patting her purple cornrows. “What’s that got to do with my pay? Is there even pay coming?”

Orefinder smirked at Freya and then said, “If you choose to do so, King Tabor Bloodbraid has tasked me with finding new members for the Fides Defensor Posse Comitatus.”

“The what?” growled Gustav.

“The...Fides...Defensor...Posse...Comitatus, or FDPC for short, for those...” Orefinder paused, then raised an eyebrow, eyeing Gustav up and down. “For those who shall we say are less than...sharp.”

Gustav growled and gave Orefinder the middle finger, then spat in his direction. Wulfric clapped Gustav on the shoulder. “And when we are done with killing everyone else, brother.” He paused and lifted his battle axe at Orefinder. “We will kill him for the insults.” 

Gustav nodded and chomped his teeth together a few times. “Good...I’m hungry.”

Orefinder laughed at the comment with a wave of dismissal. “Unlikely, mercs. I didn’t get to where I’m at without being very good with my hammers.”

“And what does this group or us do?” Silk purred, joining the conversation and cutting off any further escalation.

“You will be the hand of the king in matters of law and whatever he deems needing to be done on a moment's notice.” Orefinder paused. “And you will be known as the Hammer Brigade. The king is forming several factions from around Anak’anor, and he has already recruited the Sword, Axe, Dagger, Spear, and, lastly, your unit. Each of these groups, shall we say, has a special function.”

“And what do you need from us?” Lucius snorted, stepping forward. “Because I only hunt evil and not coin.”

General Orefinder grinned. “This is a justice mission that must have the best warriors, assassins, stealth, and healers we have.”

“And how did you know we were what you’re looking for?” Freya asked. “I’m the only female, and I know plenty of other female warrior halflings who can beat the shit out of this worthless lot of hog poopy.”

Orefinder smirked. “I have had spies in that tavern for months.” He smiled and said, “I knew this group would stay because you went on patrols when the others stayed and drank. This brigade is based more on retribution, not diplomatic aid like the others out in Labrys at the moment. We need this group to provide aid to a touchy situation with the subjects of High Lord Melkart the Second. He blames King Tabor for a recent problem on the frontier.”

“Why should I care about highborn humans or dwarves?” Wulfric asked to Gustav’s chuckles. “Let them sort their problems out.”

Orefinder smirked. “Wulfric, the Hammer Brigade will do as the king requests, not give our input on how stupid the idea may seem.” He paused and shrugged. “I honestly could care less as well because I loathe humans. But such is the job of the brigade.”

Wulfric rolled his eyes. “Whatever you say. So, how much are you paying to solve this retribution problem?”

Orefinder clapped his hands, then rubbed his scarred palms together. “Now, down to that. The king will pay you double what the legion pays when you fight with us and provide free gutrot, a warm place to stay, and unlimited food.”

The group's ears perked up at the comment, especially Kala’s, who couldn’t afford accommodations most nights, having to sleep with the ponies and hogs to stay warm. And they had a habit of passing gas just above where he slept.

“I take the new interest in the perks as an agreement for your services,” Orefinder said. “And now that I know everyone is on board, the Earl of Ingleberry—-”

Freya blew a raspberry to everyone’s laughter. “Human names, I swear...,” she chuckled, picking dirt from under her fingernails with the tip of her blade. “Their names are fucking stupid.”

Orefinder growled. “The Earl of Ingleberry’s brother was killed by bandits on the road not far from the border a fortnight ago.”

“Who cares?” Wulfric muttered, still unconvinced about the importance of de-escalating the situation.

“The bandits were dwarves, half orc,” Orefinder growled louder. “So, King Tabor wants the FDPC to assist in bringing the bandits to justice and repairing the now tenuous relationships between our kingdoms.”

Lucius snorted with a nod and then said, “Well, let’s go find the bastards and deliver some justice.”

“You mean coin collecting. I don’t give a shit about fucking justice, taur. Coins...for...bodies...only,” Freya muttered to Lucius’ growl. The group of travelers smiled at the comment and then headed back up the slope to Anak’anor.
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An hour later, freshly dressed and provisioned, the small group stepped out of the tavern. Kala approached Orefinder, who was sitting on his hog picking his nails with a misericord blade as the others mounted. 

“Where are the Hog Riders, General?” Kala asked.

Orefinder shrugged, sliding his blade into a sheath on his forearm, “I have the Hammer Brigade now, so I sent them back to the Hall of Heroes.”

Kala nodded, then mounted, and before the others rode up, Orefinder placed a palm on Kala’s arm. “You have been like a son to me, Kala. Should something ever happen to me, promise me you will finish this.”

Kala cleared his throat. It wasn’t often that Orefinder said anything nice to him. In fact, out of all the initiates, he rode Kala the hardest. But Kala, as a Grey dwarf, believed in honor above all else; to lose it meant you died while holding your word. “I will finish the whole way through or die in the attempt as well, General,” Kala said.

Orefinder nodded his thanks as the others reined in. Freya was atop her black and white cozelle, beside her were Wulfric, Gustav, Silk, and Ted on horses, with Lucius at the last spot in line. Kala turned his pony away from Orefinder, clicked his tongue, and his pony trotted over to stand beside Lucius. 

Orefinder surveyed the group once they were fully assembled. With a chuckle and a shake of his head at the motley ragtag group of adventurers, he wheeled his hog and rode off toward the estate of Lord Ingleberry. Lucius ran beside Orefinder as the group made their way down the road, keeping pace with his hog the entire way. As they slowed to a stop after reaching the keep a quarter of a mile away, a cemetery full of graves from the last few hundred years lined the road and disappeared into the trees. Ted dismounted from his horse, which had seen better days, when he noticed a freshly dug grave.

He glanced at Kala and said, “Go on ahead, and I’ll catch up.”

Kala shrugged and urged his pony forward. The group rode off after Orefinder, who glanced over his shoulder as Kala rode up to him, eyeing Ted, and asked, “Where’s the druggy necromancer going?”

Kala shrugged with a chuckle as they rode further on and said, “When ya gotta go, ya gotta go.”

Orefinder spat to the side and growled, “He better tighten up and impress Lord Ingleberry, or he will be out before he’s in.”

Kala shrugged and said, “Doesn’t matter to me. I hate those filthy grass eaters. They screw on beds of lettuce anyway.”

Orefinder roared with laughter and slapped Kala on the back, sending him forward in the saddle as Lucius strode up with Wulfric, Silk, and Gustav, with Freya trailing behind them as she checked her daggers. 

The front of the estate had a massive stone keep with a huge double wooden gate at the entrance. It was surrounded by a wide moat of green brackish water, algae floating lazily on the top. Five human guards stood side by side in front of a long wooden steel infused drawbridge, spears crossed to block the entrance.

Orefinder waved to where he wanted the group to wait and approached the guards cautiously. “We are here to see Lord Ingleberry.”

The guards looked at one another and then one asked, “And who shall we tell our lord is calling upon him?”

“General Orefinder and the members of the legion who will be assisting in finding the brigands responsible for the death of his brother.”

One of the guards gave a head nod to the other, who saluted, turned on his heel, and jogged back over the drawbridge. As the guard crossed into the keep, Ted reappeared with a large burlap sack over his shoulder. A moment later, the guard beckoned the party forward, and the other guardsmen moved aside.

Kala raised a quizzical eyebrow at Ted and said, “And what’s that?”

Ted gave a wide eyed snort, white powder caked under his red nose, his eyes glossy. “Oh, this?” He smacked the sack. “This is what I’m pledging in service to Lord Ingleberry.”

“Fucking druggy,” Freya hissed as she shoved him aside. “Don’t...fuck...my...coins...up.”

Kala shook his head in amazement at the stupidity of Ted as he gave a long snort and ambled back to his horse. Kala clicked his tongue and urged his pony forward as Ted heaved the burlap sack over his saddle and led his mount to follow the others over the drawbridge.

A knight of the estate approached them, dressed in a black and red padded gambeson, and glared at the group. He especially eyed Wulfric’s smoldering form with disdain as he dismounted and then said, “Lord and Lady Ingleberry will see you now.”

Tethering their mounts, the group followed the knight along the stone walkway, other knights joining in from the wings, walking shoulder to shoulder with the others. Gustav snapped his jaws several times near the ones walking beside him as Wulfric blew smoke from under his robed wrist, near the faces close to him, to elicit a reaction. 

Freya glanced over at the crotch of the knight next to her and said, “Maybe you should have padded that as well as your chest. I’ll need a pillow in a few from this boring human chitty chatty.” 

The guard glared down at her as Freya shrugged. “Just saying.”

Kala, who brought up the rear with Silk and Ted, chuckled at the brazenness of some of the baddest mercs alive on Labrys. He even caught Lucius and Silk giving a half smile before theirs disappeared. Orefinder glanced over his shoulder and glared at the brigade, then turned back around.

As the small group entered the throne room, they were met with a massive vaulted ceiling made of black marble and stone. The windows surrounding the outside were made of red and blue stained glazed glass with jousting knights and gems on them. The room was sparse with a few stools, but nothing worthy of note. At the back, surrounded by guards, were two gold laden thrones with silver infused axes. In one sat a frumpy man with an uneven scraggly blonde beard, and in the other sat an overweight young woman with puffy cheeks and beady eyes, nearly thirty years his junior.

Kala balked at the sight of Lord Ingleberry and his wife. He was expecting what he thought would be refined humans like the knights and soldiers guarding them, but what lay in front of him looked more like a pair of grungy hill dwellers. 

The lead guard approached the throne and bowed low. “Your visitors, m’lord.”

Kala watched General Orefinder approach the throne and take a knee. “The Hammer Brigade of the Fides Defensor Posse Comitatus at your service, Lord Ingeberry,” Orefinder said, thumping a closed fist over his heart.

“General Orefinder,” Ingleberry said in a high pitched, nasally voice. “I heard Tabor Bloodbraid was sending an envoy to assist us.”

“He has m’lord, and we have come to pledge our assistance and hunt down the dwarven assassins who killed your brother,” Orefinder said.

Ingleberry steepled his fingers under his nose and sighed, then said,” Leave us.”

The guards paused until one of them barked, “You heard our Lord. Let’s go.”

The knights filed out, and Ingleberry continued. “I don’t know why you came. I hate you, worthless dwarves. Even more now because of my brother's demise. King Tabor allowed this because he didn't keep his rabble on a leash and created this mess between our kingdoms. Lord Melkart is upset, and your kingdom doesn’t want him upset. Who would you sawed off’s trade with?”

Orefinder bristled, and Kala growled low at the insult. Kala slid his palm to his bone handled knife and gripped it. Lucius moved his hand over his and shook his white mane. Kala released his grip and clenched his fist open and closed instead, cracking his knuckles over and over again.

“We came to tell you we have this well in hand and will bring back the heads of the assassins. Do you know where he was ambushed?” Orefinder asked, closer to a growl.

“Clover. He was going to sell the goods he collected from Burton Gemdigger in Anak’anor,” Ingleberry said. “I would start there.”

Orefinder nodded slowly as Silk stepped forward and purred, “Then I pledge to you my hands.”

Orefinder hefted his axe and said, “And you have my axe.”

Kala stepped forward and said, “My warhammer is yours.”

Lucius stepped up, placed his fist to his heart, and said, “And you have mine as well.”

Freya, Gustav, and Wulfric laughed at the same time, and then Freya said, “Suck my hafling cock...I’ll never kneel in front of a human.” She yanked her daggers free and pressed one perpendicular to her face and said, “But I’m in, Ingleberry or Dingleberry or whatever your fucking name is.”

Gustav snapped his jaws and lifted his weapon (as a sort of pledge, if that’s what you would call it). Wulfric actually spat on the floor, making Ingleberry’s eyes open wide, but before he could order him arrested for the insult, Ted came forward, snorting loudly, wide eyed, and crazed with the burlap sack over his shoulder. 

“And I pledge to you...your brother!” he said with a triumphant shout.

Ted tossed the sack at his feet, ripped it open, muttering an incantation as he did. Kala, almost passed out as an undead human with a missing jaw, groaned as it sat up with a shake of its head. Lady Ingleberry blew a loud raspberry, placed her hand over her forehead, and passed out, her overweight frame tumbling out of the throne, spilling her bodice open in front of the Hammer Brigade. Kala, distracted by Lady Ingleberry’s large breasts as they spilled out before him, wasn't able to lift his weapon.

“Stop staring at human titties, youngling,” Freya roared, pointing at the undead. “And look at that fucking shit right there!” 

Kala looked up after a moment of staring at a pink nipple and watched the undead as it shuffled toward the throne. “Oh shit!” he shouted as he watched the undead stumbling forward, arm outstretched. “I’m on it.”

Lord Ingleberry screamed, “That is not my brother! What evil magic is this that would torment us in our moment of grief?”

Gustav and Wulfric’s guffawing broke the silence as they bent at the waist, hands on their knees, allowing Ted a moment to collect his thoughts as he scratched his head in amazement. “I...I saw this freshly dug grave in the cemetery, so I unearthed your brother and raised the dead.” Ted said with a confused shrug as Ingleberry kicked the undead away from him, and he scampered back. “I thought you would be happy,” Ted said, anxiously reaching for the tree root in his pouch to calm his nerves, then taking a long snort.

Ingleberry reached for a butter knife nearby, stuck in a loaf of morning bread, and threw it at the undead. The blade bounced off the creature's chest as it closed in on Ingleberry, who screeched, “We worship the Lord of Fire in this keep and cremate the highborn dead. I don't know what this is!” He watched the undead amble further forward and then screamed. “Guards, we are under attack.” 

The knights who escorted the group burst in from behind and beside the brigade. Kala reacted faster than the others who formed a circle, yanking Orefinder with them as Lucius shoved Ted away from them as they closed ranks. Kala leaped forward and swung his warhammer overhand and missed the first time, smashing the black marble behind it. He cursed and then took a second swing, smashing the undead’s head to a bloody pulp before sprinting into the circle.

“Ready,” Lucius roared as the group prepared for battle.

Silk didn’t retreat to the circle as he rushed three guards coming in from the left. He clotheslined two, disarming them. And with several well placed kicks and punches, he knocked out three more, sending their polearms in different directions as he melted into the shadows against the wall.

A guard neared Lucius and thrust his spear at his chest. Lucius slapped the shaft aside with one hand and snatched the guard by the throat with the other, snapping it so quickly that Kala couldn’t have blinked faster before he was finished. Lucius hurled the body through the stained glass to his right, sending it into the moat below before resuming his defensive position.

The Hammer Brigade regrouped, several of the guards lying dead or unconscious at their feet. Gustav was busy chewing on a guard's arm as he readjusted before multiple crossbowmen moved in from the outskirts, weapons raised. Kala raised his shield as did the others, Freya sneaking behind Kala to shield herself. 

“Incoming,” Wulfric roared, bracing his shield with Gustav’s.

“Ted, move your ass,” Kala shouted as a quarrel pinged off his shield.

Ted glanced up and made eye contact with Kala, oblivious to the fighting as he knelt at his first creation's feet, sobbing. Ted’s anguish didn’t last long, though, as Kala watched a crossbow quarrel smack him right between the eyes, splashing his brains on the black marble behind him as he collapsed on top of his undead, his nose caked with white powder, eyes wide.

Wulfric opened his fist, and a small flame appeared in his charred, smoldering palm. “To hell with this,” he growled to Gustav, who was standing next to him.

Wulfric leaned nearer to the flame and blew a stream of air, lighting it. He stepped out of the circle and walked around them, blowing a flame along the outside of the ring. The guards didn’t attack as they stood in shock for a moment at the fire igniting around them. Then they let loose at the same time, all missing Wulfric and smacking into the raised shields. Freya, laughing loudly, began to skip her projectiles off the marble floor from her sling between Kala’s legs, sending them through the fire, smashing several guards in the legs, shattering their femurs, their cries of pain and anguish loud in the hall as more quarrels pinged off the shields above her. 

Finally, as the fire began to die down and more guards charged into the room with loaded crossbows while the others reloaded, Freya crawled between Kala’s legs, made it to her feet, and kicked an advancing guard in the groin that Gustav clubbed over the head, cracking his skull open. With a war whoop, Freya sprinted for the stained glass window as several quarrels flew over her head.

All Kala heard before Freya cannonballed through the destroyed stained glass window was, “I’m not dying over a druggy elf.”

Freya plummeted into the moat to Gustav and Wulfric’s laughter as they reformed their circle once again. 

“Stop,” Ingleberry shrieked.

The group turned in surprise as the guards immediately lowered their weapons. To everyone’s surprise, Silk held a knife to Ingleberry’s throat. He cleared his throat and purred, “Thank you, Lord Ingleberry.” He paused. “Do not kill the whole brigade for an elf with a tree root addiction. He is dead, so there is no need for further bloodshed.”

Ingleberry gave a slight nod before Silk eased the knife from his throat. “General Orefinder, if you would dispose of the problem, please,” Silk purred.

Orefinder rushed to Ted, tossed the dead elf over his shoulder with a grunt, and strode to the window, then tossed him out face first and into the moat. Orefinder dusted his hands off and turned around. “My apologies, Lord Ingleberry. I will make this up to you. Please forgive me.”

Ingleberry gave a hesitant nod, and Silk slid the knife the rest of the way from his throat and then into the folds of his robe. Lucius eyed the guards as they slammed their swords in their scabbards or dropped their crossbows. Lucius lowered his weapon first, followed by the other members of the Hammer Brigade as the fire extinguished around them. 

As the tension eased in the room, Ingleberry stepped forward, pointing at Orefinder, and hissed, “You better fix this, dwarf.”

Orefinder bowed low and then said, “We will ride to Gemdigger and bring back the assassins.”
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The group, minus Freya and Ted, walked out of the throne room, the guards starting to collect their dead. Orefinder glanced over his shoulder one last time, making eye contact with Ingleberry, who smirked before the throne room doors clanged shut. Something felt off; he just couldn’t put his finger on it. Kala kept pace with the group, bringing up the rear as the weary band began to walk across the drawbridge. Lucius sniffed the air several times before the group heard the loud cursing from Freya as she clung to Ted’s floating corpse.

“Help godsdamnit,” she roared as her little legs continued to splash. “I can’t swim.”

Gustav and Wulfric roared with laughter as Lucius shook his head with a smirk. Silk left the group, walked to the water's edge, and extended his hand. Freya snatched it, and Silk effortlessly pulled her up and placed her on the drawbridge. Freya glared at Wulfric and Gustav as she made it to her feet.

“Real fucking funny, assholes,” she spat as she shook the water loose.

Lucius winked at her and said, “Now, that was a leap of faith.” He clicked his tongue. “Never seen a halfling cannonball through a stained glass window.”

Freya actually smirked and popped her collar. “Like I said, I can’t swim and started to drown until Ted made it to the moat.” She watched his form slowly sink to the bottom and chuckled. “Whelp, Ted’s dead, baby. But he saved my ass.”

“So where to, General?” Lucius asked as those with mounts readied them.

“Clover,” Orefinder sighed. “The bandits allegedly ambushed Ingleberry’s brother when he went to inspect the gem mine. He was there to collect the coins and gems to sell them in Anak’anor. We just had to tell Ingleberry we’re on the job for the king.”

Wulfric and Gustav grumbled, wheeled their mounts around, and cantered off, the others following. As they rode down the path, Kala glanced over at Lucius, who ran beside him and made eye contact.

“You did good in there, Kala,” he snorted. Kala grinned at the compliment, but frowned when Lucius said, “But your warhammer skills are shit. It took two attempts to kill a defenseless undead.”

“I know,” Kala sighed.

Lucius chuckled and said, “I’ll teach you how.”

And with that, Lucius ran to catch up to Wulfric and Gustav, who continued to canter towards the town of Clover. Clover was only a twenty minute ride from the keep, the gem mine tucked away deep in the forest surrounding the town. Kala had passed by it a few times when running errands for the Hog Riders, but had never stopped.

As Kala’s pony galloped in the last spot in line, he was able to study the terrain around them and noticed the single windmill standing as the highest building in town, the propellers moving lazily in a circle. If there were a smaller town, Kala wouldn’t have seen one. And it was much grimier than Anak’anor, actually closer to nasty. The rooftops of the shanty style homesteads for the poor gnomes and dwarven gem miners wouldn’t withstand a strong gust of wind. Kala let loose a low wolf whistle at the poverty as they reached the outskirts.

“So, who is the head one in charge of this dump?” Wulfric growled, dismounting with the others in front of the main building in town.

Orefinder dismounted and said, “That would be Burton Gemdigger, a half gnome.”

“Mixed with what exactly?” Kala asked.

“Dwarf,” Orefinder said.

Freya shook her head. “Figures a half gnome would be involved in this killing...sneaky little bastards.” She sighed and clicked her tongue. “All stomach, no cock.”

Kala and the others laughed as the door opened in front of them and Burton walked out onto the porch, lighting a pipe with a female gnome by his side. Burton was the height of a gnome with the largest gut Kala had ever seen on a half gnome or dwarf, for that matter, the female gnome no better in weight or height.

“Would you look at these fucking buets?” Freya muttered, searching for a pinch of elderberry snuff.

“General Orefinder, what do I owe this pleasure?” Burton asked as Freya rolled her eyes and spat to the side, then loaded her lip, and handed Kala a piece who was holding in a laugh.

Orefinder yanked his helm off and placed it on the saddle horn in front of him with a sigh, then said, “You know why we’re here, Burton.” He paused and glanced around the town. “Now, where are the brigands who killed Ingleberry’s brother?”

Burton smirked and said, “That information is unknown at this current time. But I am sorry about what happened.”

“Unknown, huh?” Orefinder bristled and turned in the saddle. “Wulfric, make the information known.”

Wulfric grinned, dismounted, and sprinted up the steps before Gemdigger could escape. He snatched him by the shoulder as he turned to run away and yanked him into the air. As he dangled, Wulfric snatched one of his ankles and then hung him upside down. Gold, trinkets, and gems fell from his pockets as he swung side to side. 

Gemdigger cried out, “Help!”

Orefinder dismounted as Wulfric raised him up so they could be nose to nose. “Now that I have your attention, Burton. Where are the bandits responsible so we can return to Anak’anor?”

Gemdigger didn’t say anything until Wulfric shook him, causing more of his gold to drop onto the porch. Kala watched Freya hop off her cozelle and start snatching the coins and gems that were bouncing down the steps as she spat her elderberry snuff to the side.

“Arrrgh, okay, there were fifteen, and they are in the forests north of here,” Gemdigger hissed as he slowly swung side to side, blood rushing to his head.

Orefinder spat and raised his palm to his forehead and eyed the terrain heading up the desolate stretch of road. “And they have the gems and coins Ingleberry’s brother was taking to Anak’anor?” Orefinder asked, walking back to his hog and remounting.

Burton gave a quick nod. “Are you taking him with us, Wulfric?” Gustav grumbled. “Let’s get this done.”

Wulfric dropped Gemdigger, and the smack on the boards when he landed made Kala wince as he turned his pony to follow the others. “Be here when I return, Burton,” Orefinder said as he tapped his hog's flanks. “I may need to know more information.”

The group rode down the desolate rock strewn road for a bit until Orefinder came to a stop well out of arrow range, and Lucius approached him as he inspected the tree line. “General, I feel an evil far beyond the reaches of this minor dispute,” Lucius snorted.

Orefinder gave a slow nod in agreement. “It doesn’t seem right, does it?” He spat again, then took a long pull of gutrot from his canteen. “Why would a group of dwarves assassinate a human royal and take his coins and gems?”

Lucius shrugged. “Let us ask them.” 

Kala, who had the keenest eyesight as the youngest member, spotted a dwarven form at the top of the hill, attempting to hide in the brush. “We could start with him, General,” Kala said, giving a nod to the trees.

Orefinder glanced in the direction that Kala nodded at and clicked his tongue. “Very good. Let’s go ask them.”

“Range weapons up,” Lucius said, taking point next to Orefinder, who was still much taller than their leader, even mounted on a hog.

Wulfric and Gustav yanked long wooden spears from their saddles and prepared to ride. Kala slid his hand into his bag and pulled a fresh set of bolas, then slid his thick fingers through the metal rings on the end for easier firing. Freya spat and then slid a sling and a rock into her hands as she held her reins.

Lucius started to run next to Orefinder, and then the others rode after them. They made quick work of the remainder of the road, and as they reached the end of it, a few abandoned stone structures were at the end of the street on both sides, blocking their peripheral view as they slowed for any surprises. Lucius sniffed the air as he slowed, raising his fist into the air to stop the column.

Suddenly, a large wooden four foot long quarrel flew from the edge of the tree line with a loud thwump. Wulfric’s horse reared up as the bolt pierced its chest, throwing him from the saddle.

“Cover,” Lucius roared as he took shelter behind a large stone wall near him, the others following with their mounts to find cover behind the buildings. 

Wulfric made it to his feet with a roar, his nostrils flaring as he stared at his dead horse. Gustav yanked him to the side along
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