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‘Just leaving Karak Eight Peaks was no simple matter. Then, as now, the flanks of Kvinn-Wyr and the other mountains were covered with old caves and mines, and though the king ordered regular patrols, night goblins would often creep into these places to make their lairs. Though in those days the goblins were no threat to Karak Eight Peaks, they would at times pester those on the road travelling to and from the hold.

The Angboks and their allies were to fall foul of a goblin tribe just two days after setting forth. They were set on the western road when, that night, their camp was attacked by vicious little greenskins. This was the goblins’ folly of course, because they had thought the camp held a few merchants perhaps, or maybe some rangers setting off on their hunts.

Much to the surprise of the goblins they found several hundred dwarfs all buoyed up with excitement and looking for adventure. Suffice to say that not a goblin in that raiding party saw the dawn.’

Skraffi puffed out his cheeks, a sign of intense concentration, and ladled another measure of water into the musting vat. He gave it a stir, eyeing the golden liquid within keenly, and then closed the lid tight. Five years he had spent trying to perfect the mix of honey, water and yeast for the most delicious mead and he figured it might take another five at least before he came close.

They always talked about Awdhelga’s blackbeer, which rightly had made a tidy fortune back in the day, but she hadn’t stumbled on the recipe overnight. They all chose to forget she had been making bad batches for a dozen years before that fateful day when finally she was granted approval from the Brewers’ Guild to serve a keg at the clan hall.

And a kruk to the Brewers’ Guild too, he thought. Bunch of self-important nobodies who wouldn’t know a good mead if they were dunked head-to-foot. All they cared about was maintaining control of the breweries and stillhouses of Ekrund – thirty-four at last count – and talking about how it was impossible to get the right water anymore. Skraffi appreciated old traditions and the lessons of the ancestors as much as any dwarf but he was pretty sure there had been some major developments in beer-making in the thousand years since the first families had left Karak Eight Peaks. In all that time the Brewers’ Guild had approved just five – five! – new beer recipes.

It was with some pride that he realised just what an achievement it had been for Awdhelga to get such recognition. He’d sold the recipe to pay for the new vats and the apiary outside the south towers, but Awdhelga’s blackbeer was still selling by the barrelful the last he had heard.

To listen to Gabbik anyone would think Skraffi had thrown away the family gold. He loved his son as any dwarf loves another – with a deep but usually unspoken passion – and was proud that Gabbik had risen to Vice-Treasurer of the Ekrund Miners’ Welfare and Social Society, but ambition was not the same as vision. Ambition was to fill a chamber already built; vision was to dig the tunnel out of the room.

As he moved along the shelves polishing jars, waiting for the next batch of mead, Skraffi wondered, as he often did, how the son of two such outgoing dwarfs could have ended as such a conservative busybody. It was a strange sort of rebellion, Awdhelga had once claimed. They had been too accommodating, too radical in their child rearing, all but forcing Gabbik into the clutches of the most die-hard traditionalists so that he could come out of their shadow.

The clump of boots broke his reverie. A dwarf appeared at the doorway, breathless, his beard and hair an unruly tangle. It was Graznak Troggklad, one of Skraffi’s nephews, something-something removed; he could never quite remember the further branches of the Angboks and where they blended with the Troggklads. He was a few years Haldora’s senior, with broad shoulders, a lustrous browny-red beard and startling blue eyes that the lady dwarfs admired greatly. Known as ‘Nakka’ to nearly everybody, he had been friends with Haldora since an early age, and despite Gabbik’s obvious designs for Haldora to marry up the hierarchy, she had a soft spot for Nakka and he for her.

‘Thank the ancestors, I thought you’d be here!’ he gasped, wringing his cap in his hands.

‘What’s up, Nakka?’ asked Skraffi. ‘You look shakier than a spindly prop, lad.’

‘Goblins! Second deeps, fell on a work party, killed two of them and hurt another five before they scarpered. Nobody’s seen Thorek Burlithrom since. They must have taken him. Stofrik Grimsson says he’s found the hole they came from and he’s looking for a few axe-swingers to hunt the little beggars down. Where’s Gabbik and the others?’

Skraffi glanced at the complex water clock beside the fermenting vat.

‘Just off-shift on the new seam. Come with me.’

He headed back out through the family shrine and into the passage leading to the communal family chambers. Friedra and Haldora were at the big cooking pot at the fireplace, sitting on chairs with chopping boards on their laps and an assortment of tubers and mushrooms. At the long table down the length of the room Gabbik and his cousins were sharing round a jug of small beer and picking at the remains of a cheese platter.

‘Hello, Nakka!’ Haldora called out, waving a broad knife in welcome.

‘What’s up?’ Gabbik asked, noticing his father’s grim expression. Skraffi recapped what Nakka had said.

‘We’ll be there, right enough,’ said Gabbik, receiving a nod of agreement from the others. He glanced down at his work clothes. ‘Give us a moment to shuck on something more agreeable to axeplay.’

‘I’ll get my hauberk,’ said Haldora, setting aside her chopping board.

‘No,’ replied Gabbik. He started towards the passageway.

‘What’s the point of you teaching me if you don’t think I’m good for it?’ Haldora demanded, following just behind. She grabbed his arm and Gabbik stopped, tugging himself free from her grip.

‘To keep you safe, not to go chasing trouble. You want to go to the mines, I’m good with that. You need to know one end of the axe from another, just like them poor beggars that got attacked. But you’re the first daughter born to the Angboks in five generations and I’ll not be sending you into no goblin lair. Final words.’

He turned and strode past Nakka, who had watched the exchange with the tight-lipped expression of one who has stumbled into a private family matter with no way of extricating themselves.

‘What are you looking at?’ Haldora demanded.

‘Hey now, leave poor Nakka alone there,’ said Skraffi. ‘Don’t kill the pony just because his pack is empty.’

Haldora glared at her cousin, tapping her fingers meaningfully on her thigh.

‘Sorry,’ said Nakka, stepping back. ‘It’s not my place to argue with your father. Perhaps, when we get back, I can buy you an ale to make up for it?’

Nakka grinned, showing off a row of white teeth and a single gold replacement. It gave him a slightly dangerous air that appealed to Haldora, and despite her best attempts it was hard to maintain a bad temper in the face of such charm.

‘Maybe an ale,’ she conceded. She strutted up to Nakka and prodded a finger into his chest. ‘And you have to tell me everything about the goblin hunt. And next time you better take me along with you.’

Nakka held up his hands in surrender.

‘Whatever you say,’ he said, glancing at Skraffi. ‘Angbok women, born or married, are they all this stroppy?’

‘You better believe it,’ said Haldora. She placed her hand on his arm for a moment. ‘And stay safe.’ She glanced back at Skraffi. ‘Make sure dad comes back, right?’

‘Your Gramma’s shade will come back and haunt me forever if I let anything happen to her only baby boy,’ Skraffi replied. He kissed the knuckle of his right forefinger, a gesture of dedication to Valaya, and then headed after Gabbik.

He stopped just outside, looking back when Nakka didn’t join him. The younger dwarf waited, until the silence became a little awkward.

‘Better go and put on your war-shirt,’ Haldora told him.

He looked as though he was going to say something else, but instead just nodded and caught up with Skraffi.

‘Careful there. She’ll be a handful, mark my words,’ Skraffi told Nakka.

‘Too right, and that’s the fun. But Gabbik, he’s got a beady eye on me more than half the time. Thinks the Troggklads aren’t good enough for an Angbok girl.’

‘Are you?’ Skraffi asked as they made their way along the passage to the next set of chambers.

‘Am I what?’

‘Good enough?’

Nakka considered the question. ‘I reckon I’ll show you a thing or two.’

Skraffi patted the other dwarf on the shoulder and then swept aside the curtain that served as the door to his bedchambers. After passing through a vestibule crammed with gears and odds and ends accrued over centuries, he walked into the dressing chamber. His mail shirt was on a stand, and he threw it on over his day clothes, quickly looping the broad belt under his gut twice before tying the leather. His shield was propped up against a chest and he put it to one side and opened the box. Within were three throwing axes, short but broad-bladed, and a belt that went across the shoulder to hold them. He quickly shrugged on the baldric and lifted the axes into place across his chest.

He brought out a bundle wrapped in deep red velvet, revealing a single-headed axe almost as tall as Skraffi. The head gleamed, and a golden rune shone from the blade.

‘Elfslicer. Hello, old friend.’ He lifted the rune axe and closed the chest with his foot before taking up his shield.

It had been a while – ten years perhaps – since he had last worn armour. He didn’t remember it being this heavy, or so tight around the midriff. Elfslicer felt as good as always, the rune of cutting keeping the blade as sharp as the day Ketlin Dourforge had made it. The leather thongs around the handle were supple, moulded to Skraffi’s fingers by much use.

‘Goblins today,’ he told the blade. For a moment Skraffi thought he saw the rune dim in disappointment, but it might have just been a flicker of the candle in the lamp hanging from the ceiling.

He stepped back out as the others were assembling. Gabbik had hammer and shield, as did several others. There were also plenty of axes: bearded, double-handed, single-handed, long-handled and others. Fleinn, always a show-off, wielded two short swords. They were actually elven knives, taken by Fleinn’s father, Skraffi’s brother, as trophies during the fifth siege of Tor Alessi. Unfortunately Fleinn the Elder had died at the seventh siege of Tor Alessi when the younger had been just three years old.

‘No time to waste,’ announced Nakka, lifting up his axe to wave the group to follow. ‘Let’s go find Thorek and teach these grobi what we do with uninvited guests.’

There were fifteen dwarfs guarding the crack found by Stofrik Grimsson, and twice as many had squeezed through to keep watch from the goblin side of the hole. The Troggklads and Angboks added another twenty warriors to the party, which Gabbik considered more than enough for a goblin hunt.

‘Where’s Stofrik at?’ he asked, stepping up beside Nakka.

One of the Grimssons nodded towards the crack. ‘Having a look-see at those goblin tunnels, isn’t he.’

Gabbik detected a note of antipathy from the other dwarf and was not surprised; the Grimssons had been rival brewers to Awdhelga and there was always friction where business was concerned. That was by-the-by though. A missing dwarf was more important than past disagreements.

The triangular gap through which the goblins had entered was just about wide enough for a dwarf to pass through and about twice as high. There were rough tool marks on the outer edges – a rock slip that the grobi had widened themselves.

‘Weren’t nobody keeping guard?’ asked Fleinn. ‘Didn’t you hear owt?’

‘Reckon the cunning beggars waited ‘til we was working to start their chipping and digging,’ said the Grimsson dwarf.

Hammer held in front of him, shield sideways, Gabbik could just about get through the opening, his beard brushing against the scraped wall. The gap was only about three paces deep and opened into the remains of an old lava chamber, almost spherical, with more crudely hewn steps leading up to a tunnel on the far side.

The chamber showed signs of brief occupation by the goblins while they had conducted their excavations – piles of dung, discarded animal bones, a broken stone hammer. There was also a pile of mud and small stones scattered close to the opening – a poor attempt to block or mask the goblins’ escape route. Looking around, Gabbik spied Stofrik at the top of the steps, a lantern in hand as he peered into the goblin delvings. His beard was long and blond, tucked into a broad belt and hung with ancestor badges. He was wearing bronzed mail and carried a short-hafted axe that shone a dull green in the lamplight. The Grimsson thane turned as Gabbik softly called his name.

‘How-do, Gabbik?,’ said Stofrik. As Gabbik ascended, the other dwarf met him halfway, his place at the top taken by another of the Grimsson family. ‘Good of you to come. How many did you bring?’

‘Twenty of us. I reckon that’s as many as we’ll need without kicking up too much of a fuss.’

Stofrik looked past as more dwarfs squeezed through the hole, one after the other, until the lava chamber was almost filled with bristling beards, mail and round shields.

‘Reckon as you’d be right, Gabbik. Can’t have been too many of them – forty or fifty, them that was attacked told me. Left about a dozen of dead behind too.’

‘Lead on,’ said Gabbik.

The top of the narrow steps broke out into another lava chamber, about three times as big as the first, and there were several holes in the walls where the goblins had tunnelled in and out. The dwarfs were not renowned for their stealth, but they were patient, and with slow, quiet treads Stofrik and Gabbik led the dwarfs into the next cave, axe and hammer at the ready. Another lamp was brought in, shielded with smoked glass to stop too much light escaping, and the expedition spread out across the chamber, ten or so dwarfs to each hole.

Stofrik moved from hole to hole, listening and sniffing, bending down to inspect the floor at each opening. He went back three or four times each to two of the holes before making his decision.

‘Grobi spoor is strongest on this one.’ He crouched and pointed at scrape marks on the rock. ‘And these were made by a dwarf toecap if ever I’ve seen such a mark.’

‘They’re dragging him,’ said Gabbik. ‘Not carrying. Suggests he’s still alive.’

‘You know gobbos,’ said one of the Burlithroms, from whose ranks Thorek had been taken. Most were still in their mining gear, armed with picks, spades and heavy spikes rather than battleaxes and warhammers. The one who had spoken had a gold badge on his helm, marking him out as the shift overseer. His expression was grim, even for a dwarf. ‘They likes to torture their captives for a bit, like. Poor, poor Thorek.’

‘That’ll be bad for them then,’ said Stofrik. He jabbed a thumb to his chest. ‘They didn’t reckon on one of Ekrund’s best goblin hunters being on hand, did they? Thorek might get his toes burned and maybe lose a finger or two, but least he’ll live. Let’s get a shifty on, no point hanging around.’

The goblin hole, like the crack in the wall, was barely wide enough for the dwarfs to pass, so that they had to unburden themselves of their shields and weapons and pass them through before they could fit. Fortunately the goblins had been in something of a hurry, it seemed, and had not bothered posting guards.

The cavern beyond was almost as big as a dwarf hall, filled with stalactites; the stalagmites had mostly been broken and lay in pieces across the shallow bowl of the floor.

‘Look here,’ said Stofrik, crouching next to the stump of a rocky upthrust. In the light of the goblin hunter’s lamp Gabbik saw something splashed on the stone. ‘Blood. Goblin blood. I think our Thorek gave someone a bit of a kicking.’

‘Good on ‘im,’ muttered someone behind Gabbik.

Following Stofrik, the dwarfs advanced between the broken stalagmites, heading left along the length of the cavern. The goblin hunter shielded his lantern, revealing dim light coming from half a dozen tunnels at the far end of the cave. By far the brightest was also the largest, off to the right a little. As the dwarfs stopped to look and quiet descended, Gabbik heard the echo of distant noise: shouting, cackling and singing.

‘’Avin’ themselves a right ol’ party, the spiteful beggars,’ snarled one of the Burlithroms. There were growls and snorts of agreement and Gabbik felt a general movement around him as the family of the missing dwarf surged towards the openings by unspoken consent.

‘Here now, don’t be getting too anxious for a fight, lads,’ warned Gabbik. He could tell that their blood was up, but a hothead in battle was often the first to fall. He wanted to know he could depend on the dwarf whose shield was at his back. ‘We done this before, don’t all go rushing in willy-nilly.’

‘Gabbik’s right,’ said Stofrik. Gabbik knew he was right, and felt a bit offended that Stofrik thought fit to defend his judgement. He let it pass – the Grimssons were closer to the Burlithroms after all.

‘If they got wind of us, they may kill Thorek,’ the other thane continued. ‘And even if they don’t, they’d scatter like elves in a strong wind if they got the chance. No, we do this proper and then everybody’s safer.’

Cooler heads were prevailing and Gabbik took the chorus of grumbles and whispers as acquiescence. He caught the eye of Fleinn and took the other dwarf to Stofrik.

‘Fleinn here has got a good eye and ear for the tunnels,’ said Gabbik. ‘What say him and a few lads head up one of them side passages and see if they can cut off the goblins’ exit?’

‘Solid plan,’ said Stofrik. He looked Fleinn up and down. ‘You up to it, lad?’

‘I’m up for it.’ Fleinn flourished his elven blades and grinned.

‘You look it,’ said Stofrik.

He said the names of a handful of Burlithroms and Grimssons, and a party assembled around Fleinn. After a few more words not to do anything rash they were sent on their way, advancing quietly down two of the smaller tunnels.

‘We’ll give them a little bit of time to get in position,’ said Stofrik.

‘What say you to a quick look at what’s ahead?’ said Gabbik. ‘Just a brief scout, maybe?’

‘Aye, but keep it quiet.’

The thought that he might be anything but quiet irritated Gabbik but again he thought it better not to raise the issue. Stofrik had obviously appointed himself expedition leader and there was nothing to be gained by starting an argument just a pebble’s throw from a goblin lair. Instead Gabbik chose his two quietest lads – Horgir and Vifi – and took them up to the widest of the openings.

The tunnel looked like an old underground riverbed, perhaps dammed upstream by one of the Ekrund weirs or other waterworks. It dropped down steeply, following a course of limestone – the same that formed the impressive floor and ceiling spires of the cavern behind.

The light was exceptionally faint and inconstant, distant flames Gabbik thought, but it was enough for the trio of dwarfs to navigate the irregular twists and turns of the natural passage. The ancient river had worn everything smooth, though in a few of the steeper stretches steps had been carved or foot- and hand-holds fashioned from thick wooden nails. The dwarfs were sure enough on their feet to negotiate these parts without too much effort and it was not long before the light had brightened considerably and the smell of smoke from a bonfire of dried dung started clogging Gabbik’s nostrils.

The noise from the goblins was louder and had become a more unified high-pitched chanting, interspersed with whoops and shrill laughter. Now and then Gabbik caught a dwarf voice, swiftly drowned by hideous shrieks and hooting cries.

A flicker of shadow at a bend ahead caused the dwarfs to stop. It was indistinct but Gabbik could see the outline of a fur-lined helmet and a jagged sword. He couldn’t see the goblin itself and the tunnel curved in such a way that there would be no way of looking until they were right on top of the sentry.

They waited a while longer, during which the vague shadow appeared to lift a long-necked bottle to its lips and they heard the glug of emptying liquid. Gabbik signalled to Vifi, who brought out a bronze catapult from inside his hauberk. He fetched forth a sphere of lead shot from a pouch at his belt, about the size of a thumbnail, and placed it in the leather cup of the slingshot. Giving a thumbs up to Gabbik, Vifi took a few steps further up the tunnel before crouching down against the wall. He pulled back the shot and then looked back to nod.

Gabbik scraped his heel across the floor of the tunnel. The sound reverberated for a moment and was answered by a murmur of confusion from ahead. He heard the noise of the bottle being dropped, followed by the flap of bare feet on stone. A moment later a thin green face with sharp, prominent teeth and a pointed nose poked around the sharp bend. Its helmet was askew, tufts of mangy fur falling from the brim.

Vifi let fly his shot. The lead ball smacked into the goblin’s left eye, snapping back the creature’s head in a spray of blood. The goblin toppled, slumping against the side of the tunnel. Gabbik winced as the helmet fell off with a clatter, rolling in circles on the floor for several heartbeats before coming to rest against the dead goblin’s foot.

Horgir was already dashing ahead, axe in hand. He reached the bend and slowed, sliding his shield in front. Gabbik moved alongside Vifi as Horgir disappeared.

The other dwarf reappeared a few moments later and gave a thumbs up. He hunkered down in the curve of the tunnel, dragging the corpse around the bend, while Gabbik and Vifi advanced to join him.

Coming around the bend, Gabbik was afforded a view down the tunnel through an opening that quickly widened into another cavern. As far as he could judge this was even larger than the last one, lit by flames and filled with smoke from more than one fire. He couldn’t see much of the goblins themselves, but their jerky shadows played across the wall of the tunnel. There were a handful more of the small greenskins right at the tunnel mouth. Gabbik assumed they were meant to be keeping watch, but their attention had been drawn to the fun being had inside the cave.

Vifi raised his catapult but Gabbik laid his hand on the younger dwarf’s arm and shook his head. He gestured back down the tunnel. Horgir set off with Vifi close behind. Gabbik stayed for a little while longer trying to guess the number of goblins, but it was impossible to tell; they were moving around so much and dancing that it could have been a dozen or a gross.

Irritated that he did not have more to take back to Stofrik, Gabbik was tempted to try to get a little closer. Then his own words about rashness came back to him and he changed his mind, turning back down the tunnel towards the others.

He knew that he was regarded by some of the other Angboks as the simple, sensible one of the clan, but he didn’t mind at all. Those that mattered – the king and the thanes of other clans – respected the Angboks because of Gabbik’s calm temperament and predictability. Being dependable was a virtue to be coveted. It was a cool manner and steady hand that had guided the Angboks through the tough times since Awdhelga’s death and it would be the same – and a seam of gold! – that would continue to steer the clan to new heights of security and prosperity.

Gabbik thought about his father as he returned to the main group, wishing that Skraffi had been more responsible since Awdhelga had passed into the Halls of the Ancestors. Instead Gabbik had been left to shoulder the burden of heading the family alone. Friedra was a great support – diligent in her attention to domestic matters but rarely concerned with wider clan goings-on – but Haldora was becoming more and more like her grandmother, and that meant trouble ahead.

He thought of the way the Burlithroms and Grimssons had listened to Stofrik without question and wished he commanded such respect. There was no reason he should not. He was thane, and Vice-Treasurer of the Ekrund Miners’ Welfare and Social Society – soon to be Treasurer Elect after the next quarterly general assembly, he hoped – and not short of years. There was just something in the Angbok bloodline that made them a bit mouthy and defiant, even amongst themselves and even when others were looking.

With such despondent thoughts, Gabbik reached the other cave to find that Vifi and Horgir had brought the rest of the dwarfs to the tunnel entrance. He exchanged a glance with Stofrik, sharing a moment in which they both acknowledged the fight about to come and the possible consequences. Gabbik was no war leader, but he had been on his fair share of goblin hunts.

‘Let’s do this,’ he said. A few of the Angboks and Troggklads started forward and then faltered as the rest of the dwarfs stayed where they were.

‘For Thorek,’ said Stofrik, eliciting grunts and nods of acknowledgement from his clansdwarfs. They surged up towards the tunnel, almost pushing aside Gabbik.

‘Don’t fret, lad.’ Skraffi gave Gabbik an encouraging nudge with his elbow as he came down the sloped tunnel entrance. ‘It’s their dwarf in there; they’re looking to each other is all. We’re not here to make names for ourselves, just to get Thorek out.’

Gabbik nodded and led his contingent after the Grimssons and Burlithroms with a lighter heart than a moment earlier. Sometimes, despite all of his vices and shortcomings, Skraffi knew just the right thing to say.

Now that their ire had been roused and the call to battle had been made – albeit softly spoken at the time – the dwarfs boiled along the tunnel accompanied by a grumbling and swearing akin to the growing noise of a rockfall that starts with a few pebbles rattling and ends with thunderous destruction.

The din of the dwarfs’ progress made no difference – the goblins guarding the approach heard nothing over the clamour of their own kind until the first of the Grimssons and Burlithroms were round the bend and heading right at them. Slingstones and catapult bullets whirred along the tunnel, felling half the sentries before they had turned their heads. The warning squawks and shrieks of the survivors were lost amidst the strident celebrations going on in the chamber beyond them.

Bursting into the main chamber with the others, Gabbik found himself in a huge cavern almost as large as the Grand Hall of Ekrund, though the ceiling was far lower. Limestone columns linked rocky floor and ceiling, and the walls were lined with mineral deposits that glittered in the light of two immense fires.

The chamber seethed with goblins – a mass of greenskins hooded and cloaked in black, all squirming and pushing in a crowd around a bloodied figure tied to a frame between the fires – Thorek. Gabbik had no time for further exploration as the goblins reacted to the death cries of the sentries and turned towards the dwarfs.

Red eyes gleamed and dozens of wickedly serrated and curved blades glittered as the grobi pulled out their knives and swords; fangs were bared, and snarls and screeches of hatred issued from the crowd. There were probably a hundred goblins, perhaps more. The dwarfs halted their charge as the last of them surged into the cavern. Stofrik was calling his clansdwarfs to order and Gabbik followed, shouting for the Angboks and Troggklads to form a line. The oldest dwarfs fell into place quickly, the younger ones forming ranks behind them as the green-skinned horde poured out from the light of the fires towards them.

Arrows cut through the fire gleam, loosed by goblins with short bows sneaking between the rock columns. Here and there a crossbow twanged in reply. Skraffi readied a throwing axe to Gabbik’s right while Vifi and others unleashed lead from their catapults and the air buzzed with slingshot. Snarling and yapping, the goblins came on, a sea of green and black in the orange glow.

When the goblins were no more than twenty paces away Skraffi hurled the first of his throwing axes. Its blade caught the light as it spun end-over-end and disappeared beneath the hood of an oncoming greenskin. The goblin was thrown into the creature behind by the force of the impact and several more tripped over the corpses in their mad dash to attack. The old dwarf’s second axe buried in the chest of another goblin, causing similar chaos amongst the green-skinned mob.

Small black-swathed bodies littered the rocky floor but the goblins were incensed by the intrusion into their lair and for the moment their loathing of the dwarfs and spitefulness overcame their natural timidity.

‘For Thorek!’

The call rippled along the line from the Burlithroms. Gabbik joined the chorus of shouts and raised his hammer in challenge to the oncoming goblins.

Shrieking and spitting, the first greenskins reached the dwarf line, stabbing and lashing with their blades. Gabbik caught a short sword with the rim of his shield and then slammed his hammer into the skull of the creature wielding it. A spiked maul careened from Gabbik’s shield boss a moment later as another goblin leapt over the falling body, only for the greenskin to be smashed sideways by a hammer blow from Gordrik, standing to the thane’s left.

Everything quickly descended into a whirl of snapping fangs, glaring red eyes and splashing blood. Gabbik took not one step forward, but shuffled to left and right as needed to block attacks with his shield or swing his hammer in reply. Claws skittered from armour, and now and then he heard the gruff shout of a wounded dwarf near at hand – painful injuries indeed to make a dwarf give voice.

As he crushed the chest of a goblin it slashed out in its death throes, the tip of its barbed dagger cutting a slice across Gabbik’s beard. He bit back a shout of alarm as a frond of black hair fell away, harder to bear than any cut upon skin.

The first onslaught of the goblins quickly petered out. Dwarfs from behind quickly stepped up to fill the gaps left by those few Ekrundfolk who succumbed to the enemy’s weight of numbers. With the ends of the dwarf line up against the walls of the cavern, there was little room for the greenskins to press their numerical advantage, and head-to-head every dwarf on the shieldwall was more than a match for a dozen goblins. Arrows continued to flit down as the goblins pulled back, bouncing from the dwarf line like a wave receding after crashing against a cliff.

‘After them!’ bellowed Stofrik, pursuing the retreating goblins at the head of a wedge of Grimssons. The goblins fell back further as the vengeful dwarfs speared towards the fires and Thorek.

‘Hold the flank!’ Gabbik told his warriors, seeing that twenty or thirty goblins had peeled away to the left and in the shadows were regrouping for another attack. ‘Stand your ground, Angboks!’

The retreat of the goblins turned to a rout, most of them turning their backs on the dwarfs to run headlong from their foes. Fortunately they were met by Fleinn and his small company arriving on the other side of the cavern.

The greenskins on the left surged back at the dwarfs, heading directly for Stofrik’s band of warriors. Gabbik shouted a warning and led the Angboks forward to counter the attack. Broken by the pillars, the formation of the dwarfs disappeared and they went after the grobi in small groups of three and four. The greenskins were running in circles almost, trying to escape Fleinn’s flanking group and then turned away from Stofrik’s advance by the charge of Gabbik and his clan-fellows.

Noticing a gap at his shoulder where Skraffi should have been, Gabbik stopped and looked around for his father. Skraffi was leaning against one of the rock columns a dozen paces behind, almost double over, one hand gripping his thigh.

‘Are you hurt?’ Gabbik demanded, taking a few steps back towards his father.

‘Blumming cramp!’ Skraffi snarled back. ‘I’m getting too old to be chasing goblins. Get on with you, lad, and I’ll be as solid as silver soon enough.’

Gabbik lifted his hammer in acknowledgement and turned back to the chase. The nimblest goblins were slipping away, able to avoid the stouter dwarfs by clambering over rock piles and slipping between gaps in the columns too narrow for their foes. Gabbik could see the odd shadowy shape disappearing through the narrowest side tunnels.

For most the cavern became a tomb as the dwarfs gradually encircled the remaining goblins, who huddled together in the shadows while the grim-faced Ekrundfolk closed in. Gabbik found himself next to Stofrik.

‘Thorek? Is he all right?’

‘What?’ Stofrik was intent upon the goblins. His beard was matted and filthy with grobi blood and there were fresh dents and scratches on his helm. ‘I think so. Physically, anyway. A few cuts and bruises.’ Stofrik’s expression darkened. ‘They cut his beard though. Nearly all of it gone.’

Gabbik’s stomach lurched at the thought and his hand instinctively strayed to the lopped portion of his own chin hair. The idea of losing all of it… Again, Gabbik fought down the urge to throw up.

‘We’ll make these beggars pay for that,’ he managed to say, flexing his grip on his weapon as the ring of dwarf axes and hammers closed on the terrified goblins.

And they did.
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‘One thing that the Angboks had in their favour when they set out to find their new land was their experience as brewers. Though they had been miners in recent generations, the clan name had been founded on a reputation for knowing a good malt and for growing the best beer barley in the southern mountains. According to my old granddad, the Angboks learnt brewing and mining from Grungni himself, and in those days there was few folk that’d argue with such.

Amongst their wagons, the Angboks had a great many barrels and copper vats and pipes and other such workings as is needed for the making of good beer. They hoped to find gromril or gold in the mountains to the west but knew that as long as they could sow some seed for a season their beer would keep them going, both to drink and for sale.’

Fulnir’s brew hall, while always home to no fewer than twenty dwarfs at any given time, was thronged with patrons. News of the goblin hunt had spread to some of the other clans, so as well as Angboks, Troggklads, Grimssons and Burlithroms there were attendants from the Narjaks, Losthons, Skurllissons and even some visitors from further afield.

The mood was a strange mix of sombre remembrance for the dwarfs that had been slain by the goblin ambush and the three more that had succumbed to wounds suffered during the dwarf raid on the invaders’ lair, and an overall air of celebration for an expedition that had been very successful, those losses notwithstanding.

Thorek was ‘indisposed’, however, and had been taken to the temple of Valaya in the main halls of Ekrund, where his physical hurt might be healed and he could also receive assistance in coming to terms with his stubbling at the hands of the goblins. There was unspoken agreement amongst the brew hall’s attendees not to mention this personal disaster, and glasses were raised to toast Thorek’s safe return in his absence.

Haldora found herself with some of her family, including Nakka, Fleinn and a handful of dwarfs from the Narjaks, Thornsons and Skeldrams. Skraffi had fetched Friedra from the Angbok kitchens – Awdhelga’s kuri would not see a bowl until much later this night – but the company were already three pints into their celebrations and mourning before Gabbik arrived.

‘What sorely pressing business kept so fierce a lord from taking his beer?’ asked Fleinn, pushing a flagon of ale in front of Gabbik as he sat down next to Haldora.

‘Tallying grobi ears,’ Gabbik replied with a sigh. ‘One hundred and seventeen greenskins killed.’

‘And long may they rot!’ declared Fleinn, raising his tankard.

The others echoed the toast and drank deep, but Skraffi was half-hearted in his response.

‘One hundred and seventeen less goblins in the world is a good thing, isn’t it?’ asked Haldora. ‘It is a shame that we lost some of our own, but we are safe again.’

‘How did nobody notice so many goblins?’ asked Skraffi. ‘How did so many get so close to the tunnels?’

‘These things happen,’ said Gabbik. ‘For as long as we’ve been in Dragonback we’ve had to put up with goblin raids.’

‘We can’t keep watch everywhere,’ said Nakka. ‘Seems they were quiet as mice, real sneaky beggars this time.’

‘In the old days we had patrols,’ said Skraffi, unconvinced. He filled his stein with mead from a jug and presented the ewer to the table. Nobody took up his offer.

‘In the old days we didn’t have the Miners’ Society pushing us for every fistful of ore,’ Fleinn said, looking sideways at Gabbik. ‘Was a time when a dwarf could spend a while checking for cracks and goblin spoor.’

‘And there was a time when we had the hands to spare,’ Gabbik replied with a surly look. ‘Before the war.’

He didn’t need to spell it out further. Though Ekrund itself and the mines of Dragonback had emerged relatively unscathed from five hundred years of conflict with the elves, the same could not be said for the clans. Thousands had died and sixty years was far too short a time for such losses to be replaced. Never a prolific race, the dwarfs would need generations more before their numbers were restored.

Haldora felt eyes on her as the others at the table followed this line of thought.

‘What?’ she demanded. ‘You want me to start popping out youngsters right this moment?’

There were a few nods, some grumbles and a strange look came into Nakka’s eye.

‘We could,’ he said. He glanced at Skraffi and then Gabbik. ‘You know, after due ceremony and such.’

‘I’ve told you before, I’ll not be making bonds with no one until I’ve made something of myself.’ She turned on Gabbik. ‘I should have been with you, killing grobi. Like you say, there’s not so many of us now that we can spare a well-handled axe in a fight.’

‘And I say that killing a few goblins is the last of your concerns,’ said Gabbik. He frowned and downed a great draught of beer. ‘You think we’ll return to our glory days without youngsters? Now more than ever we need the womenfolk to be raising strong sons and daughters.’

‘I’m just meant to make little babes, is that it?’ Haldora was infuriated by the suggestion. ‘Never mind what else I might be able to do.’

‘Listen to your father,’ said Fleinn. ‘Nobody’s saying that that’s all that you can do, but sure as gold glitters and the treachery of elves, there’s one thing you can do that none of the rest of us can.’

‘But it’s not fair!’ Haldora knew it was a shallow argument and felt a flush of shame immediately the childish outburst left her lips. She hid her embarrassment by downing the contents of her tankard, glad to look elsewhere as she fetched the pitcher of beer from in front of Gabbik.

‘To Grimnir and his blessing falling upon the necks of many more grobi!’ declared one of the outsiders in the uncomfortable silence that followed. The dwarfs echoed the toast.

‘I still say it’s a bad sign,’ said Skraffi when the customary chorus of roars and cheers were done. ‘It shows the goblins are getting bolder. Never mind patrols or keeping watch, we need to have a proper effort to clear out those caves. Three years ago we found them and still there hasn’t been a full mapping expedition.’

‘Who has the time?’ said Gabbik. ‘The prospectors haven’t, and the rangers are too busy keeping up with goings-on in the old mountain holds. Only a few days ago I heard that there’d been another earthquake, and volcanoes have been erupting all around Karaz-a-Karak and Eight Peaks.’

‘Trolls have been on the move again, so I heard,’ said Njellon, one of the Skeldrams. Haldora hadn’t paid him much attention when he had sat down, but now she saw that he wore a much-darned, patched and travel-stained dark green cloak and hood, and had the look of a ranger about him.

‘You’ve been up to the Varag Kadrin?’ she asked. She had never been out of the Dragonbacks herself, and tales from the Old Holds and the Worlds Edge Mountains always seemed exotic and romantic.

‘Not myself, not these last few years, but my old uncle Tobrin came back just yesterday after being up the watchtowers there. There’s folks on the move, coming south.’

‘Probably the last few survivors of Karak Ungor,’ said Nakka. There was a moment’s silence in contemplation of the loss of the ancient hold, which had been overrun by greenskins a little over a year before. Haldora, like so many others, had hardly been able to believe the news when it had come. The ancient defences broken by earthquakes, Karak Ungor had been ill-prepared for a sudden onslaught of orcs and goblins. It made her shudder just to think of the barbaric greenskins plundering and slaughtering through a dwarf city.

‘It’ll never happen here,’ said Nakka, reaching across to lay a reassuring hand on her arm. ‘No earthquakes in the Dragonbacks, and our towers and walls are as strong as the day they were raised.’

‘Not Karak Ungor,’ said the Skeldram ranger. A couple of the surrounding tables had overheard him and fell silent to listen to his news. Elsewhere was the constant mumble and laughter of dwarfs making good acquaintance with the offspring of barley and hops. ‘These were folk of Karak Varn.’

‘Karak Varn?’ Skraffi shook his head. ‘No, it can’t be.’

‘We all knew they’d suffered bad,’ said Fleinn. ‘Whole deeps flooded when the mountains cracked and let in the floods from the Black Water.’

‘As you say,’ said Njellon. ‘Ratmen from below and goblins from above. Almost wiped out the Varnfolk. Tobrin spoke to one of the thanes himself, to find out what happened. Some are hoping to find shelter in Barak Varr, but I think there’s a clan or two wanting to get further away who will be heading here soon enough.’

‘They’ll be safe,’ said Gabbik. ‘The more hands to the workings, the better. Just as long as no Old Hold thanes think they can come here and start putting on with talk of bloodlines and princedoms. That’s elf-nonsense if you ask me.’ There were grunts and grumbles of assent. ‘They can get their hands dirty and earn their grit like any other.’

‘Two holds fallen in as many years, goblin numbers on the rise,’ said Skraffi. ‘Mark me, we haven’t heard the last of this.’

‘It’s a long trek for a goblin, from the old mountains to Dragonback,’ said Gabbik. ‘You see a goblin and cry troll!’

‘Maybe you think that mead of yours will prove too much of a lure, eh?’ said Nakka. ‘They’ll be coming in droves across the wasteland to get it?’

Skraffi said something unintelligible and upended his jug to pour out the last of the mead.

‘Since Ekrund was first founded the orcs have tried to attack,’ said Fleinn. ‘Even when we was busy bloodying elf noses we managed to keep them out.’ He looked to Njellon. ‘You’ve been up there. Old High King Snorri Whitebeard cleared out the orcs long ago and we’ve been stamping on them ever since, right? A tribe here and there, the odd ambush of a trade wagon. It’s a long toss from that to Ekrund being attacked.’

‘Yeah, right enough,’ said the ranger. ‘I could walk from here to Blood River and never see a patch of green skin. If anything there’s even less orcs around since last winter than ever before.’

‘And those gobbos might have snuck in this time but we showed them good and proper,’ said Nakka. ‘There’s a hundred-odd grobi won’t be coming back, right?’

‘And the Thramptons cleared out another lair not so long ago, almost twice that number.’ Gabbik took a drink and wiped beer from his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘There’s more chance of King Erstukar shaving his chin and calling himself Caledor the Third than there is of the goblins doing any real damage, with all respect to them that was bidden to the Halls of the Ancestors today.’

‘May their shades drink deep and eat hearty,’ said Haldora, lifting her tankard, eliciting a chorus from the others. ‘And if the orcs do come, there’s a wall of axes waiting for them.’

‘And hammers,’ said Gabbik.

‘And catapults,’ added Vifi.

‘Not to mention stone chuckers, bolt throwers, fire bombs and no small number of rune-traps,’ said Nakka.

‘And my swords!’ declared Fleinn with a grin.

‘The ancients protect us,’ muttered Skraffi.

‘You’re in a sour mood,’ said Fleinn. ‘And it’s not just because nobody’s interested in your bee-piddle.’

A growl rumbled deep in Skraffi’s chest as he glowered at the other dwarfs around the table. He reached down and lifted another ewer of mead from the floor to pour himself a fresh fill.

‘I’m old,’ Skraffi said. ‘Nearly five hundred years have been and gone since my first breath. But even I don’t remember the time before the war with the elves. My pa did, though. He died before the fighting was over, but he told me enough to know what’s what and when’s when. He was there to see me right with axeplay, and when he died I renamed his axe Elfslicer and had Ketlin Dourforge strike a rune upon its head to avenge my murdered father.’ He looked right at Haldora. ‘I’m tired of fighting. Seems we’ve barely had time to take a breath since the elves ran away, and now there’s you young folk all stirred up and ready to battle with the orcs and goblins and other dark things that hide out there.’

‘Nobody’s talking about starting another war, Skraffi,’ said Nakka. ‘That’s the last thing anybody wants. But if goblins come and orcs want to have a go, we’re more than ready.’

‘But we ain’t, is we?’ Haldora was struck by the vehemence in Skraffi’s demeanour. His yellowing teeth were gritted, beard bristling, creased brow furrowed deeply. ‘Goblins breaking in and killing folks while they’re mining? It shouldn’t happen. And those orcs, the ones that took Karak Ungor? Are they gonna stay put in their new home, living it up with all that treasure? Or are they gonna want more? Them goblins in Karak Varn, and the rat-things too, are they just going to have a big celebration for the next hundred years?’

He stood up, taking his jug of mead in one hand, cup in the other. His shout for attention was like a stone cast into a pool as a ripple of silence spread out across the brew hall. Haldora caught a few muttered jibes and some laughter as the outsiders speculated what ‘mad old Skraffi Angbok’ was going to do next.

‘I know you think me an old stupid wazzock,’ Skraffi began, slowly turning in a circle to survey all within the drinking chamber.

Fulnir, one of Skraffi’s few surviving contemporaries, leaned over the bar between two large kegs of ale and nodded vigorously. ‘You was a young stupid wazzock too!’ he called out, bringing forth a brief grin from Skraffi.

‘Who is the wiser wazzock, my friend? The wazzock or the wazzock that follows a wazzock?’ Skraffi closed his eyes for a moment and wavered, gently swaying. It was only then that Haldora realised just how into his cups he was.

‘Do something,’ she whispered, leaning in close to her father. ‘That mead’s stronger than any ale and he’s had a pail-full.’

‘Let him be, he’s old enough to know his mind,’ Gabbik replied.

‘That’s what I’m worried about,’ said Haldora as a chorus of shushing surrounded her from the rest of the table.

‘Get on with it!’ someone called out from the crowd.

‘That’s jus’ the problem, ain’t it now?’ said Skraffi. ‘We’s all getting on with it, ain’t we? Busy as bee-bees just buzzing away beating about our buzziness… um, business. Not looking up, not seeing what’s happening. Did you hear?’ Mead sloshed from the ewer as Skraffi threw a hand towards Njellon. ‘Karak Varn is no more!’

The whispers and chuckles stopped; in their place grumbles and growls and a few moans of denial. The ranger reluctantly nodded and there were more groans.

‘And we lost good dwarfs today. Diligent hard-working lads you’d be happy to share a seam and an ale with.’

‘May Valaya guide them to the halls,’ someone called out, and this was repeated earnestly around the brew hall. Skraffi took another swig of mead, direct from the jug.

‘And Grimnir sharpen their axes,’ Skraffi added darkly, peering at the groups around each table. His eyes met Haldora’s and she smiled weakly, but her grandfather’s expression stayed grim. ‘You want to be like Gramma Awdie, my lovely Haldi?’

‘Haldora,’ she replied, infuriated that she had been brought into this display.

‘She was great because she looked further than the rest of us. She saw what’s what and when’s when, and if she were here now she’d be telling us the same. I’m not half as wise as she was…’

‘Nor half as handsome!’ shouted Fleinn.

‘…but I can smell tunnel-fume and know when not to be striking matches. There’s fume aplenty these days. A big cloud of it, rolling down the old mountains.’

‘That’s a long way away, you old drunkard!’ called out one of the Losthons.

The locals turned as one and glared their disapproval. Skraffi was certainly a batty old drunk, but the Angboks, Burlithroms, Grimssons and Troggklads were not going to let some stranger from the other side of the Third Deeps come to their halls and start throwing around insults. The interloper shrank behind his ale tankard, almost disappearing beneath the table to avoid the sudden scrutiny.

‘You’re barred.’

The two words were softly spoken by Fulnir but they carried across the hall as though bellowed. A tide of sharp intakes of breath and tutting followed, until the shame-faced dwarf rose from the bench and slunk away.

When the disgraced dwarf disappeared from view Skraffi looked around at his audience, one eye screwed up in concentration.

‘Wha’ was I sayin’?’

‘Mead!’ cried out Fleinn.

‘Tha’s right! Mead!’ A big grin split the old dwarf’s beard. ‘Stuff of the ancestors, believe me. You should all be drinking mead. It puts hairs on your chin and in your ears and up your nose and…’

He mumbled something else and started to teeter. Gabbik got up and offered up a shoulder for support but Skraffi waved his son away.

‘I miss your mam,’ Skraffi said loudly, in what he probably thought was a whisper. ‘Finest ladydwarf I ever knew.’

‘Let’s get back to the halls and we’ll raise another cup to her,’ said Haldora, slipping her arm around Skraffi.

Between them, Gabbik and Haldora led Skraffi to the door, with a few uncertain diversions around tables and sleeping dwarfs on the way. When they reached the doorway Skraffi forced them to turn around so that he could see his audience once more.

The other dwarfs were keen to show appreciation of the things they liked, and one of the things they really liked was another dwarf being entertaining whilst far drunker than them. Somebody started clapping and soon the whole throng had taken up the applause, and then they started stamping their feet and banging the tables with their tankards.

Skraffi bowed to acknowledge his admirers, waving his mead jug. As he straightened he lost his balance and continued backwards, until he had toppled to the floor. Haldora bent over her grandfather in concern, but already the sound of gentle snoring rose to her ears.

She exchanged a wordless look with her father and they hauled Skraffi up between them. Haldora remembered just in time to wave goodbye to Nakka, who gave her a wink and a thumbs up in reply.
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