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A BELLIGERENCE OF BARBARIANS 

A SOLITUDE OF SNOW 

It was early morning in deep Todesfall-time, on the high western 

plateau of Skarfell. It was crisp, bracing and bonny – for barbarians. 

For non-barbarians it was grey, depressing, actively snowing and well 

below freezing.  

‘It’s great to be home!’ exulted Hazzard, the barbarian in question. 

He was bare-chested with his great sword slung over his shoulder. His 

tattoos were alive. The black aurochs on his chest snorted twin plumes 

of frost and the hunting hounds on either shoulder snuggled into his 

armpits to keep warm. Only the horses tattooed on his shins were out 

of sight, snugly blanketed in a triple caparison of boots, trousers and 

snow. 

‘Speak for yourself,’ snapped Avariss, the non-barbarian half-frozen 

half-elf. She tried to bury herself deeper in her furs but she had chosen 

her adventuring gear with more of an eye for fashion than actual cold 

weather and was ill-equipped to deal with the alpine conditions. Her 

darling little silver fox stole had looked sensational in the store but it 

did nothing to blunt the bite of the wind. She paced lightly over the 

snow with elven grace and eyed the majestic mountains with disgust. 

‘I thought you were the younger brother of a king. When I agreed to 

come with you on your heart-warming journey type thing to meet 

your long-lost relatives I thought we were going to an actual town,’ 

she complained. 
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Dhum plodded in Hazzard’s footsteps. The barbarian’s bulk broke a 

path through the snow and shielded him from the worst of the wind 

but – being a dwarf – the snow drifts were well over his head. More 

snow kept tumbling in over him and he was forced to use his axe blade 

as a snow shovel. He was wet through from melting snow and nursed 

the unhappy conviction that he was getting a cold. He blew his nose. 

‘We’ve been through that before, Avariss. Weren’t you listening?’ he 

asked. 

‘Of course, always, what was it?’ Avariss had noticed a chip in her 

nail polish and had tuned him out while attending to her manicure 

emergency.  

Dhum sighed and explained once more. ‘When Hazzard went into 

the Puzzle Tower two hundred years ago, his brother was King and 

the capital of Skarfell was at Skullstone. While Hazzard was frozen in 

the tower, without pants, his brother died, leaving no heir. Skullstone 

was burned to the ground in the struggle for the throne. You know the 

place we visited two days ago?’ 

‘That forsaken ruin?’ Avariss asked. 

‘Yes,’ Dhum cried, delighted that she had remembered. 

‘I’ve blanked all memory of it,’ Avariss said. ‘It was just too boring.’ 

‘That was Skullstone.’ Dhum gritted his teeth. ‘Two hundred years 

later we all meet and Hazzard gets out of the Puzzle Tower. But he is 

no longer anywhere in line to the throne. A new dynasty now rules 

Skarfell and the capital has moved south to Herohorn.’ 

Avariss had stopped listening once she realised that they were in 

the heartland of barbaria and there was never going to be any 

shopping ever, unless she was interested in beer, boar or bison by-

products, or the kind of crude wooden ornaments that are hand-carved 
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over a long cold dark evening by the frankly inadequate light of a 

wood fire. 

‘I wouldn’t be king for quids,’ Hazzard confided. ‘Saw what it did 

to my brother. Stuck to the throne, year in year out, same old same old. 

Sure, you got power, but you also got ungrateful jarls and tax 

collecting and never knowing who your real friends were. Who needs 

to be king when you’ve got all this.’ He braced himself as a gust of 

wind howled through the falling snow, pummelling him with fists of 

ice. His cloak streamed heroically backwards from his shoulders. The 

icy folds slapped Dhum around the face.  

Dhum sneezed and fought free of the frozen cloth. ‘I think I’m 

coming down with a cold,’ he announced. 

‘You should be an elf, elves never get colds,’ Avariss said, brightly. 

‘Not very helpful given that I am a dwarf,’ Dhum said. 

‘But you can still use our sure-fire ancient elvish remedy for all ills,’ 

she said. 

‘What is that?’ Dhum asked, against his better judgement. His 

experience with Avariss’s traditional elvish remedies were that they 

were (a) expensive or (b) impossible. He fingered the party money 

pouch which he carried as the only trustworthy member of the trio. It 

was unfortunately empty once again, except for the handful of dark 

electrum coins he had been totally unable to spend or lose. Even 

pickpockets gave them back, with an apologetic smile.  

Avariss launched into her explanation. ‘First you find a tropical 

isle,’ she started. 

‘And where are we going to find a tropical isle in the frozen north?’ 

Dhum yipped. 
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‘That’s the point. By the time we find it your cold will be gone and 

I’ll get a two week paid vacation in a desirable holiday location. I see 

by your face you are going to refuse, again, and somehow make this all 

my fault,’ Avariss said, aggrieved. ‘That’s it, I try and try but right now 

I quit trying to help.’ 

Meanwhile Hazzard had continued his barbarian ode to 

independence out of earshot. ‘All I want is my freedom!’ he concluded, 

contentedly. He swept a brawny arm over the frozen wastes. ‘And my 

friends!’ he added, capturing them both in a mighty embrace.  

‘Ow,’ Dhum said as his chafed nose was brought into sudden 

contact with Hazzard’s belt buckle. 

‘Next time, can we just air kiss like civilised people?’ Avariss 

complained, straightening her fur stole.  

‘Get ready for more barbarian bear hugs!’ Hazzard exclaimed. ‘We 

seek out my kin at the old family stead at Kingholt.’ 

‘Sounds rustic. Are we there yet?’ Avariss asked. 

‘Kingholt is just over Bullroarer Mountain,’ Hazzard pointed. 

‘What? You mean that incredibly forbidding craggy peak covered in 

icy death?’ Avariss stared in horror at the high summit before her. 

Hazzard put his fists to his hips and bellowed with laughter. ‘Bah! 

A little exercise just gives an edge to the appetite. Once you’ve scaled 

that peak and abseiled down the other side you’ll be ready for a hearty 

breakfast, or a hearty fight, whichever comes first. You can never tell 

with my kin. Personally I’m hoping for a fight first, then breakfast.’ 

‘I’m not climbing that mountain in this storm.’ Avariss dug her 

elegantly pointed heels in.  
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‘I hate to agree with Avariss,’ Dhum observed, ‘but we don’t need 

to climb it.’ He hauled a map from his pack. It flapped wildly in the 

wind and he lost his hold. Fortunately it flattened against his face. He 

peeled it free and flourished it at his friends.  

‘Don’t care,’ Avariss said.  

‘Can’t read,’ Hazzard reminded him.  

‘The map shows a perfectly good pass over Bullroarer. We’ll use 

that,’ Dhum said, then sneezed, narrowly missing his precious map.  

‘Spoilsport,’ Hazzard said. ‘I was looking forward to seeing Avariss 

try to climb a rock face in those boots.’ 

‘I can go anywhere you can, backwards and in high heels,’ she 

reminded him. 

While they argued Dhum carefully stowed his map. He loved a 

good map. His mind had been fogged with a sorcerous amnesia ever 

since he was trapped in the Puzzle Tower. He could never remember 

where he had been so it was doubly reassuring to know where he was 

going.  

A freezing flurry threatened to turn him into a snow-dwarf. He 

sneezed, blew his nose, and winced unhappily at his raw throat. ‘This 

storm is getting worse. I don’t want to get pneumonia. Can we find 

shelter until it blows over?’ 

‘This isn’t a storm,’ Hazzard informed him. ‘This is a fine bonny 

bracing morning.’ He saw Dhum really was suffering, that his nose 

was red and there were icicles growing in his beard. ‘You know what’ll 

fix that cold,’ he said.  

‘What?’ asked Dhum, warily. 

‘First you get a fresh bison cowpat,’ Hazzard started, brightly.  
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‘Stop right there!’ Dhum’s inflection rose a dangerous half-octave. ‘I 

do not want a tropical island, or a load of bull dung. I want to get out 

of the snow,’ he said. 

‘When I was a kid, there was a shepherd’s hut just up this path,’ 

Hazzard offered. 

‘It’s not going to still be here after two centuries,’ Avariss scoffed. 

‘Even a ruin provides shelter,’ Dhum said. ‘Lead on.’  

Hazzard set off confidently through the trees, breaking a path. 

Dhum followed. Avariss skipped over the crust and rapidly got ahead 

of them.  

‘Will you stop doing that?’ Dhum shouted after her flying heels. 

‘I can see a hut!’ Avariss called over her shoulder. ‘I wonder if they 

have eggnog. We always have eggnog on snowy elvish holidays.’ She 

raced over. 

The shepherd’s hut was huddled into the side of the mountain 

beside a large empty sheepfold. In Frir and Olan Season the slopes 

above would be perfect pasture for grazing although right now they 

were good for nothing except snowballs. The hut was a dry stone 

dome with a door in the lee side. It looked primitive but stout enough 

to last several more centuries. 

Avariss’s confidence faltered at the sight. Eggnog could surely not 

be found in so humble a dwelling, but she was encouraged by a line of 

warm firelight that peeped out around the lintel. The door was set low, 

half her height, so she had to stoop to knock. ‘Open up!’ she called. 

There was silence. She knocked again, with brisker rhythm. ‘Lost 

travellers, etc.’ This time she was gratified to hear the sound of the 

door being unbarred. 
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‘Wait for us! What if it’s a trap,’ Dhum shouted. 

‘How can this be a trap? These are but merry shepherds minding 

their flock.’ 

‘There’s no flock,’ Hazzard pointed out.  

The door opened. Avariss fixed a merry shepherd-welcoming smile 

on her lips then realised that something was coming out the door fast, 

and it was not a steaming mug of seasonal beverage. It was a halberd 

aimed at her face. 

She bent over double backwards to duck the blade. She had the 

dexterity and grace of her mother’s people and in this crisis she burned 

so much dexterity that she touched the back of her feet with the back of 

her head. Her silver fox fur stole wafted in the updraft from her 

manoeuvre. The halberd sliced over the arc of her stomach with deadly 

force. She sucked her belly in and the blade grazed past. 

‘Go back to your festering hell-pit, orc!’ a hoarse voice barked. Then 

the door was slammed and barred again. 

 Avariss performed a backward handstand to return to her feet, 

conveniently out of halberd range. She glanced down in time to see the 

twin halves of her stole fluttering to the ground, sliced neatly in two. 

‘No!’ she howled. 

‘Howl all you like, orc, we’re not afraid! There’s ten of us here, all 

fighting men, and there are more halberds where that came from!’ 

came a gruff shout from behind the door. It was a fine defiance except 

the voice was that of an old man and no-one else joined in, casting 

doubt on his claims of a crowd within. 

Avariss found voice in her outrage. ‘Mr Shepherd. Sir. You labour 

under a misunderstanding. I am no orc. I am 100% all elf all the time.’ 
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‘50% elf,’ Dhum corrected her. 

‘In these moments of fashion disaster I assure you I am all elf,’ 

Avariss informed him.  

‘Mate, no worries, we’ll kill them orcs for ya,’ Hazzard introduced 

himself with a shout.  

The door was unbarred again. ‘Is that you, Ulf? Olan be praised. 

Steinar made it to Kingholt!’ An old man stood in the entrance. In his 

youth he would have been as big as Hazzard, but now he was 

withered and stooped. He held the halberd in one trembling hand, 

barely able to bear its weight. His beard was long and white, and his 

upturned eyes were milky.  

‘Rimbard’s Road! You nearly skewered me,’ Avariss yipped. 

‘You do keep talking, lass,’ the old man said. ‘Even a blind man like 

myself could follow the sound of your voice.’ 

‘I’m Avariss, pleased to meet me,’ Avariss conceded the point. 

‘I am Geir the Skald,’ the old man said. 

Avariss ducked inside, keen to get out of the storm.  

Within the conditions were in no way encouraging to the elvish 

holiday spirit and her hopes for eggnog were finally dashed. The walls 

were stone chinked with mud, and the floor was dirt. A hole in the 

roof let out the smoke of the fire in the crude clay hearth. A truly 

heroic stack of firewood was packed deep around the walls, making 

the small room even smaller. The tour of the premises concluded with 

a low table of raw wood bearing bread, cheese, salt-pork and onions, 

with a bucket of water stowed underneath it, and a straw pallet with 

an old cloak thrown over it to serve as a blanket. For all the crudeness 
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the dwelling was snug and warm. A cricket chirped companionably 

from the hearth. 

Dhum walked in. The lintel was comfortably dwarf-height. That 

was the first spot of luck all day. He held his frozen hands gratefully to 

the fire. ‘Morning,’ he sneezed. 

The old man gazed at him, kindly concern shining in his blind eyes. 

‘I hear the sickness in your voice. I have just the cure.’ He fumbled for 

something on the table. 

‘At last, a genuine local remedy. Yes please,’ Dhum, said gratefully.  

The old man turned with a small brown round object in his hand. 

‘Here, suck on this raw onion,’ he said. 

Dhum sighed, miserably. ‘No thank you,’ he said. ‘I’ll stick to my 

trusty dwarven remedy.’ 

‘And what is that?’ Geir inquired courteously. 

Dhum scratched his head, sadly, trying to jolt his frozen brain. 

Within his distant, dusty memory there was a cough and a clang as 

ancient clockwork sprang to life. There was a tick and a tock, and a 

long-dead spider fell out. Then the clockwork gears froze again. ‘I can’t 

remember,’ he said, sadly. 

Hazzard entered last, doubled over, great sword drawn and on 

guard to prevent sneaky orc attacks. He barred the door, then turned 

to Geir. ‘I’m Hazzard,’ he said. ‘We’re on our way to Kingholt. Mate, 

what’s an old bloke like you doing all alone out here, with wild orcs 

around? Where are your kin? They should be looking after you.’ 

Geir touched Hazzard’s face. ‘You are a true man of the mountains. 

Olan has sent you.’  
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He and Hazzard performed a complicated barbarian handshake. 

Dhum watched disconsolately. Hazzard had tried to teach him the 

handshake but Dhum completely failed to manage even the basic fist 

bump. Now he realised he had fumbled a skill that even an old bloke 

with poor vision could master. 

‘My little grandson Steinar serves as my eyes,’ Geir explained to 

Hazzard. ‘We were travelling to Kingholt when Steinar saw an orc on 

our trail. Orcs never travel alone. Never mind the orc you can see, it’s 

the dozen lurking out of sight that you need to worry about. Once we 

halted here for the night I sent Steinar ahead to warn Kingholt.’ 

‘Pretty brave old man, to guard the pass solo against a dozen orcs,’ 

Hazzard said, impressed. 

‘I knew Ulf the Chieftain would send warriors quickly to deal with 

the enemy,’ Geir shrugged. ‘Also it gave me time to work on my 

poetry. I must give a heroic lay at Kingholt for the Chief’s holiday.’ 

‘That sounds like a party. Maybe there will be eggnog,’ Avariss 

said, all her crushed hopes reviving in an instant. She smiled 

benevolently at the sound of the cricket. ‘Here’s a true Nature Fact. 

Crickets chirp with their beaks.’ 

‘You’re thinking of birds,’ Dhum said. 

‘No, birds eat crickets,’ Avariss explained, gently. ‘Also, did you 

know that crickets breathe through their feet?’ 

‘I thought you hated Nature?’ Dhum gave up on the argument. 

‘Know your enemy,’ Avariss said tolerantly. 

‘Talking about knowing your enemy, here’s a Nature Fact we can all 

agree on: the only good orc is a dead orc,’ Dhum growled. 
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‘Let’s go get ‘em.’ Hazzard agreed. ‘If Ulf comes too late, serve him 

right. No orcs for Ulf.’ 

‘I’ll stay here and protect Geir,’ Avariss said. She sat on the pallet, 

held her hands out to the fire then stretched luxuriously on the cloak 

laid over the straw. ‘Call me a sentimental old half elf but I’m starting 

to appreciate the primitive aesthetic.’  

‘Wonderful,’ Geir enthused. ‘You may be my audience as I practice 

my new lay. I call it “The Saga of the Old King”. It takes a mere six 

hours to recite.’ 

Avariss leaped to her feet. ‘All right you two, no need to beg. I’ll 

come with you. I know you couldn’t fight the orcs without me,’ she 

said.  

‘No, sit down and relax, we’ll be fine,’ Dhum said, innocently.  

‘Sure, you stay here and keep an old man company,’ Hazzard said, 

with a broad grin. 

‘No, honestly, I can see it in your faces. You need me. Orcs are very 

vulnerable to arrows you know.’ Avariss shot them a dirty look and 

fled the hut. 

‘That’s disappointing. I’ve been working on this lay while I waited 

for Ulf. Kind of took my mind off waiting for orcs,’ Geir said. ‘I shall 

chant it to you to bolster your spirits.’  

‘We really do have to go. Those orcs won’t kill themselves you 

know,’ Dhum said, edging towards the door. Geir’s blind eyes burned 

with the zeal of a true poetry fanatic, the kind who could go all day at 

the Kingholt All-Chief Holiday Rhyming Competition and still have 

the zest for a freestyle couplet grand slam in the pub that night.  
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Geir turned to Hazzard. ‘It will cheer you, Hazzard, as it concerns 

your namesake from two centuries ago. It is the tale of the last king of 

our clan who died childless and so named his young brother Hazzard 

heir, but alas, the brother had vanished in his search for the legendary 

Pussel Tornet and never returned to his people. In sorrow as the Old 

King lay dying he ordered that his tomb be built in Bullroarer Pass, 

and that a royal treasure be laid up there for his brother.’ 

‘Brother?’ Hazzard asked. 

‘Treasure?’ Dhum skidded to a halt. ‘There is treasure lying up 

there on the mountain?’ he gasped. 

‘The treasure cannot be taken by any mere mercenary,’ Geir said, 

scornfully. ‘The Old King laid a curse upon the pass. A terrible 

monster lurks there that only his heir can slay.’ 

Hazzard grinned and cracked his knuckles. ‘Lucky, I eat monsters 

for breakfast,’ he said, confidently. 

‘I thought it was venison, gravy ‘n grits,’ Dhum said. He pulled out 

his map. ‘There it is. The Old King’s Vale is just over Bullroarer Pass.’ 

He carefully drew in an ‘X’ on the spot and turned back to Geir. ‘Now, 

what kind of treasure exactly?’ he asked, with a caution born of bitter 

experience. ‘Actual monetary treasure or “your good deeds will be 

rewarded in the next life” treasure?’ 

‘It is a mighty hoard, worthy of a chieftain. But alas my friends, it is 

laid in trust for another,’ Geir said. ‘Need I remind you of the guardian 

monster?’ 

‘That sounds like my big bro to me,’ Hazzard hooted cheerfully. ‘He 

never did like people messing with his stuff. When we were kids he 

used to set all kinds of traps to stop me going over to his side of the 

bedroom.’ 



15 

  

‘Could it be true? Are you the heir to the Old King?’ Geir gasped. 

‘One way to find out.’ Hazzard tightened his belt and made sure his 

great sword was securely stowed in its over-the-head scabbard 

compartment. ‘But let’s get rid of these orcs first,’ he added. 

Geir extended a trembling hand to Hazzard. ‘It is said that when the 

heir to the Old King returns and defeats the fell beast of the Vale then 

our hard times will end. Our chief will lead our clan to victory once 

more and be crowned King,’ he exclaimed. 

‘Great prophecy,’ Dhum interjected. ‘Now this guardian monster. 

Describe it exactly.’ 

‘I describe it in my lay.’ Geir struck his poetry pose. 

‘Can we have the short version?’ Dhum asked plaintively. 

None may know the fell beast that haunts the Old King’s Vale, Geir 

chanted. For none who have met it have survived to tell the tale.  

He relaxed into normal stance, indicating the poetry was over. 

‘What about tracks?’ Hazzard asked. ‘That will help know the size 

and weight of the beast.’ 

‘The edited highlights,’ Dhum put in. 

Geir resumed his poetry pose.  

The monster leaves no tracks upon the snow. 

Then he relaxed again.  

Dhum scratched his head. ‘You mean, you have absolutely no 

information about this monster.’ 

Geir struck his pose.  

Nope.  
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Then he settled back. ‘Perhaps if you listen to the entire lay, you 

may glean some more clues,’ he said, with a six-hour gleam in his eye. 

‘Yeah no, mate, we’re good.’ Hazzard opened the door. The wind 

howled in and deposited a sifting of snow. ‘We had better go,’ he 

shouted over the wind.  

‘A pity you cannot stay longer. The Frir priestess listened to it all 

the way through, twice,’ Geir said.  

‘Frir priestess? Where?’ Hazzard bellowed and looked around as if 

expecting the priestess to leap out from behind the wood stack. 

‘A charming lass. Goldie her name was. She was also travelling to 

Kingholt. A true poetry lover. She stayed last night with me and gave 

me no end of encouragement, but when morning came she was 

determined to press on.’ 

‘You let a poor priestess, a fair, fragile flower of Frir, brave an orc 

band alone!’ Hazzard bawled, outraged. 

‘Now now, Goldie was a capable lass. She chopped all this firewood 

for me, drew the water and left me her spare cloak for a blanket,’ Geir 

indicated the charitable improvements to his simple dwelling. ‘She was 

filled with pity when she heard how the clan had fallen on hard times 

since the old King died and of the monster that haunts the Old King’s 

Vale. She was determined to hurry on to see what further charity she 

could bestow. I told her to wait for Ulf, but she wouldn’t hear of it. She 

would go on her errand of mercy. Do not worry my friend, Frir guards 

those she loves,’ Geir said. 

Hazzard hadn’t waited to hear the old man out. He dashed out the 

door, his mind full of a vision of a Frir priestess being pursued by the 

orcs across the snow, concluding with a last minute rescue by a 

handsome and heroic barbarian. 
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‘Bar the door behind us,’ Dhum shouted over his shoulder as he 

followed his friend. The sky was clear now, the sun shone coldly, and 

the snow lay pristine and white. Higher up the mountain pass, above 

the tree-line, the peak of Bullroarer Mountain gleamed ghostly with a 

streaming dragon’s trail – a vapour of flying snow. 

Avariss popped out from behind a frozen fir, clutching her bow.  

‘Good idea to lay low while you keep an eye out for orcs,’ Hazzard 

said. 

‘I was hiding from the mad poet,’ she said. ‘Quick, hurry before he 

starts declaiming.’  

‘I thought you liked poetry,’ Dhum said. 

‘I like elvish poetry,’ Avariss hissed. ‘Human so-called poetry is real 

fingernails down a blackboard stuff.’ 

There was only one path that the priestess could have followed, the 

one up to Bullroarer. The fresh fall had covered the path but not 

completely filled it in so the dimpled hollow was easy to follow.  

‘Goldie!’ Hazzard shouted up the trail, as though the priestess could 

hear him. ‘Wait for us. We’ll protect you.’ He took off at a run then 

realized the others were not following. ‘Come on! Priestess in peril,’ he 

shouted back to them. 

‘I shall chant as you go.’ Geir appeared in the doorway. 

‘Rimbard’s Road!’ Avariss groaned. She sprinted after Hazzard. 

The Old King’s hoard was all gold. Red gold.  

Blades stained with heroes’ blood and hilts crimson with rubies. 
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Hazzard and Avariss hastened up the path then realised they 

lacked a dwarf. Dhum was drinking in the description of the Old 

King’s hoard.  

Vambraces inlaid with jasper, helmets with silver, and poleyns with ivory,  

Sandalwood chests with lapis joins, filled with golden coins. 

Banners of silk braided with gold, chests of emeralds, diamonds, garnets 

and citrines. 

Hazzard hurried back to his friend’s side.  

‘You know, Geir’s work is really growing on me,’ Dhum said, 

appreciatively.  

‘Priestess to rescue,’ Hazzard reminded him firmly.  

‘Just a couple more couplets,’ pleaded Dhum, but Hazzard hauled 

him away. With a final wave to Geir they trudged up the snowy slope 

until the hut was lost to sight amid the pine trees. 

‘What was all that about?’ Avariss asked. 

‘He was describing the hoard in the Old King’s tomb up on the 

mountain, guarded by some kind of monster no one has ever seen,’ 

Dhum said. 

‘That sounds like my favourite kind of monster, the totally 

imaginary,’ Avariss said, enthusiastically. 

‘Only one way to find out,’ Hazzard grinned. 

 ‘When we get this hoard, perhaps someone else besides Dhum 

could mind it,’ Avariss suggested. 

‘Are you saying I’m not trustworthy?’ Dhum growled. 
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‘No, but you are forgetful. You always seem to lose the big ticket 

items. Don’t get me wrong, you’re the best at looking after the party 

money pouch, none better, but remember that chest of gold we got last 

month? You said you’d hide it somewhere safe and then you forgot 

where,’ Avariss reminded him. 

‘I’m sure it’ll come back to shortly. For now, let’s remember the old 

dwarven adage and not divvy up the treasure before we’ve slain the 

monster,’ Dhum said, sagely. 

Hazzard stopped. ‘She’s left the main path,’ he said. He pointed to 

where someone had broken a path through the snow up a side trail 

from the pass.  

Dhum consulted his trusty map again. ‘This is the way to the Old 

King’s Vale,’ he said. ‘Did she get lost?’ 

‘We’ll ask her when we find her,’ Hazzard followed the priestess’s 

tracks.  

They toiled up the slope, floundering in the deep snow – except for 

Avariss who skipped on ahead in that blithe elvish fashion that her 

heavier companions found frankly irritating. For once she stopped just 

below the ridgeline and prudently waited for them. The closer they got 

to the tomb, the less imaginary the monster seemed. 
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THE OLD KING’S TOMB 

The trees ended below them, in one last timbered slope. The valley 

floor was covered in snow and the further side was a white expanse 

that rose towards the mountain crest. The gale funnelled down the 

valley and blasted into their face, minty fresh and icy. 

Hazzard breathed a deep and grateful breath of pure chill and 

gazed happily over the barbarian equivalent of Paradise. Dhum 

sneezed unhappily, and Avariss snuggled deeper into her lovely, 

toasty warm cloak. 

Dhum eyed her suspiciously. ‘Brick and Stone, I recognise that 

cloak. Did you take that blanket from the hut?’ he barked. 

‘Geir ruined my silver fox fur so I borrowed his cloak,’ Avariss said, 

with dignity. ‘I believe that is called quid quo pro.’ 

‘Don’t try to blind me with your fancy elvish lingo. In plain dwarf 

we call it stealing an old man’s blanket from his bed,’ Dhum 

thundered. 

‘Will you lighten up? I’ll return it by nightfall,’ Avariss said. 

Hazzard spoke and his voice was uncharacteristically sombre. 

‘There lies my brother’s tomb,’ he said. 

Three quarters of the way up the far side of the valley stood a large 

square building of grey stone, a dark shadow amid the ghostly pallor 

of the flying snow. It was a warrior’s tomb, stark and unadorned, save 

for two pillars on either side of the barred gates that represented the 

arms of Olan. 

Dhum quit arguing. He put his hand on Hazzard’s belt, the highest 

point he could reach without a step-ladder. ‘Your brother has been 

dead for centuries. He died rich and old,’ he said. 
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‘It seems like yesterday that he was slipping the saddle girth of my 

first pony and shortsheeting my bed,’ Hazzard said. He wiped his face. 

‘I’m not crying. I’ve got frostbite in my eye.’ 

‘He’s got a great view,’ Avariss said, in an unexpectedly tactful 

moment. She swept her hand out to encompass the frozen landscape. 

‘Why, from up here he can see the whole, wide world.’ 

Dhum scanned the white slopes of snow. ‘I can’t see any monster. 

Or any orcs. Or any priestess.’ The unexpected lack of all three was 

disconcerting.  

Avariss leaped atop a boulder to scan ahead. She hissed and raised 

her bow, but then lowered it without firing and hurried back to the 

other two. ‘There is an orc!’ she whispered. ‘Up ahead, lurking and 

peering into the Vale, planning to backstab the priestess I bet. I 

couldn’t get a clean shot. Too many trees.’ 

‘That orc is mine!’ Hazzard roared, seizing the moment to take 

solace in action. ‘Olan!’ He bounded ahead, drawing his great sword. 

His stride lengthened and he swung the sword in a circle, roaring as he 

ran, building himself into a fighting berserk fury. The hound tattoos 

broke from his shoulders and elongated into life-size hunting hounds. 

They bounded along beside him, sniffing orc in the air and baying blue 

murder. 

‘I, Dhum, hereby swear by the Builder that one day, one day, we 

will have the element of surprise,’ Dhum vowed, as the ear-splitting 

clamour of a barbarian at full whop with a hunting pack in full cry rent 

the air. 

An orc broke cover just ahead of them, loping easily down into the 

Vale, a stocky, light green figure in brown rags, carrying an ugly mace. 
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Unbelievably it took no notice of the uproar behind it. It appeared that 

after all they had surprised their enemy. 

‘Just our luck. An orc who’s hard of hearing,’ Dhum said, limbering 

his axe arm eagerly. 

‘Olannnnnnnn!’ Hazzard leaped onto a rock outcropping above the 

orc and then leaped high and plunged down, swinging his great sword 

two handed over head in a mighty arc of death.  

The orc turned to face him; large black eyes, a piranha under-bite 

and two incisors slicing upwards on either side of flattened nostrils. 

The orc dropped the mace then raised a hand, palm flat, and thrust the 

empty palm forwards, up and out towards Hazzard.  

Frir guard me! the orc called. 

A golden circle and sickle appeared in the air, shining with all the 

power of good earth, fresh air and clear water. 

Hazzard’s arms flailed as he frantically back-pedalled in a vain 

attempt to come to a screaming halt mid-air. He dropped his sword, 

the hound tattoos vanished, and his momentum changed in an instant 

from a forward thrust of deadly purposeful velocity to an awkward 

tangle of limbs crashing earthwards. 

He face-planted onto the glowing sign, which acted as a giant, 

invisible shield purpose-made for barbarian pancake. ‘Ow,’ he said, 

muffled as his nose was mashed sideways on solid magical air. Then 

he slid down it. ‘Ow, ow.’ The shield tilted slightly and deposited him 

gently on the ground. He flopped face down on his stomach. His great 

sword had planted, quivering, point first in the snow beside him. 

The orc dropped her hand and Frir’s shield disappeared. She leaned 

over Hazzard. ‘Are you hurt?’ she asked. 
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‘Lucky the snow is soft,’ Hazzard said, still face down.  

Her mouth twitched and she bellowed with laughter. 

Dhum and Avariss hurried up, disconcerted by this strange turn of 

events, and still on their guard. ‘He’s in full fighting trim I assure you,’ 

Dhum growled, keeping his axe handy. ‘Only a little sprain to his 

dignity.’ 

The orc’s large black eyes danced and a smile broke over her face. 

Her whole being seemed to radiate sunlight. She addressed Hazzard. 

‘I’m sorry if your pride is hurt but you have to admit that you did look 

very funny. Here,’ she offered a hand to help him up. 

He took it. She planted her feet and braced herself, then her mighty 

thews rippled and she hauled the huge barbarian to his feet.  

The orc was stout and hearty, and shorter than Hazzard by half a 

head. He blinked down at her and rubbed his jaw. Then he beamed. 

‘You must be Goldie. I’m Hazzard. This is Avariss and Dhum.’  

Goldie clearly had all the strength and stamina of her race but 

kindness and laughter shone in her large eyes and her sharp teeth 

showed in a friendly beam. She picked up Hazzard’s sword and 

handed it to him. He sheathed it.  

‘You’re the Frir priestess that Geir told us about,’ Dhum said, 

incredulously. ‘So that’s why his grandson saw an orc,’ he realised. 

‘Yes, he saw me,’ Goldie confirmed. ‘A common mistake I assure 

you. I hurried to the shepherd’s hut to explain but by the time I arrived 

the boy was already heading for Kingholt. Geir trusted me because he 

could not see me.’ 

‘Yeah but then you had to listen to all that poetry,’ Avariss 

remarked, sympathetically. 
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‘Geir’s poetry is beautiful,’ Goldie declared. ‘He pours his heart into 

his words and his heart is pure gold.’ 

‘We thought you were in danger,’ Hazzard said, indignantly. ‘We 

were coming to rescue you from the – er –’ he pulled up, lamely. 

Goldie’s eyes twinkled. ‘You were coming to rescue me from the 

orcs, no need to hold back. I am what I am. Frir will take your intention 

as the measure of your courage,’ she said. Then she burst into laughter 

again at the disconsolate look on Hazzard’s face. ‘Never mind, now 

you are here you can help me,’ she said, kindly. ‘I came up here to deal 

with the monster of the Vale. Frir cannot allow it to hunt these poor 

people any longer, not to mention the poor sheep and cattle and wild 

beasts that it has devoured.’ 

‘I knew it was real,’ Hazzard exulted. ‘Let’s join forces.’ 

He and Goldie engaged in a complicated barbarian hand-shake.  

‘Why can’t a dwarf master a handshake that an orc can manage,’ 

Dhum mused. He scratched his head, his innate trust of Frir at war 

with his innate hatred of orcs. He pulled Hazzard aside. ‘Can we really 

trust her?’ he asked. 

‘She’s a Frir priestess,’ Hazzard said. 

‘But she’s an orc.’ 

‘She’s a Frir priestess,’ Hazzard repeated. 

Dhum realised this conversation could go in circles for ever. 

Hazzard simply couldn’t see his point. He turned back to Goldie, blew 

his nose and winced miserably as he cleared his sore throat. ‘Why 

should we trust an orc?’ he asked her.  

Goldie’s bright eyes darkened. ‘Speak not to me of my kin. I have 

disowned them. I was the runt of the litter and my people abandoned 
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me to die. Fortunately a Frir priestess found me, my mother, 

Wheatsheaf. She took pity, and raised me as her own. While she lived I 

was accepted but after her death my fellow priestesses shunned me. 

Their unkindness inspired me to take a vow of poverty and roam the 

world to show Frir’s mercy in acts of charity. One day I will find a 

company that accepts me for what I am, and then I can settle down and 

be happy.’  

‘A sad story but I still don’t know if I can trust you,’ Dhum 

muttered unhappily. Then he sneezed and blew his nose. He inspected 

his overloaded hankie sadly. 

‘You shouldn’t be adventuring with a head cold like that,’ Goldie 

said, sympathetically. ‘I know just what you need.’ 

‘Please not another cure,’ Dhum begged her. ‘So far they’ve all been 

either insanitary or impractical.’ 

‘There’s no cure for a cold except bed rest,’ Goldie said, stoutly. 

‘You, master dwarf, should be tucked up right now with a nice mug of 

warm spiced mead and a big bowl of pea and ham soup.’ 

Dhum gazed at her reverently, and a smile lurked beneath his 

beard. His eyes grew misty. ‘Just like mother used to make,’ he 

reminisced, then clapped his hand to his head. ‘I just had a memory,’ 

he shouted. He gazed at her with delight. ‘You’re a miracle worker,’ he 

said. 

‘Thank Frir for your blessing, not me,’ Goldie laughed and clapped 

him on the back, a robust blow that shook phlegm loose in his lungs.  

Avariss looked the Frir priestess up and down, taking in her 

unstylish rags, un-manicured nails and general air of saintly 

dishevelment. ‘Vow of poverty you say?’  
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Goldie gazed at Avariss and her brow crinkled. ‘That cloak looks 

familiar,’ she started. 

Avariss turned hastily to Dhum. ‘My point is that talking of trust 

perhaps we could trust her to mind the Old King’s hoard,’ she said, 

pointedly. 

‘Again, let’s worry about minding the hoard after we get the hoard,’ 

Dhum said, wearily. 

Goldie picked up her mace and laid it over her shoulder. ‘I see no 

sign of the monster, but Geir’s poem did make it clear that it was hard 

to spot,’ she said.  

‘That’s because it’s imaginary,’ Avariss declared, emboldened by 

the total lack of monsters so far. ‘Hazzard, you said your brother didn’t 

like people messing with his stuff. He just spread the rumour of a 

monster so that people would leave his tomb alone.’ 

‘That does sound like him,’ Hazzard agreed. 

‘I’ll prove it,’ Avariss said. ‘I’ll be the bait. I’ll skim across the snow 

towards the tomb. If a big bad monster suddenly appears you can run 

out to attack while I escape. But I bet there’s no monster. I’d bet the 

hoard on it.’ 

Hazzard was just about to agree with her when Dhum kicked him 

in the shin. 

‘What is it now?’ He turned to the dwarf, rubbing the hack mark. 

‘Until we split the loot, no bets involving party money without the 

say-so of the entire party,’ he growled. 

‘Like you?’ 

‘And Goldie. If she’s with us, she gets a share,’ Dhum said. 
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Avariss gazed at him mutinously. ‘Curse you and your dwarven 

sense of a fair day’s pay for a fair day’s work,’ she muttered. 

Goldie’s face lit up with selfless benevolence. ‘Geir was telling me 

how much his clan was suffering. Think how much good Frir could do 

for them with a little gold,’ she said. ‘Surely the Old King would like to 

see his wealth benefit his own people.’ 

Hazzard gazed at her in surprise. ‘Goldie, we’re barbarians. 

Suffering means we have to eat boar instead of beef,’ he said. 

Goldie shook her head. ‘Think of the good you can do with that 

gold,’ she urged him. 

Hazzard turned back to practical matters. ‘I reckon I should be the 

bait, Avariss. You can hit it long distance with your bow.’ 

‘But I’m the fastest,’ Avariss said, and didn’t wait to argue. She ran 

down slope and out from the shelter of the tree line. The wide, blank, 

unblemished blanket of snow encouraged her. In her experience 

monsters were no good at hiding themselves and even the smallest of 

them would have left prints the size of saucepans all over this virgin 

expanse. The lack of tracks was conclusive proof of an equal lack of 

monster. 

As soon as she left the trees the full force of the gale hit her. The 

sheer numbing iciness of the blast brought her to a sudden stop. The 

air was so cold that her lungs shrank and her wind pipe closed up in 

self-defence.  

She hopped on one leg then the other, bending over and hugging 

herself in a vain effort to squeeze warmth and air past her protesting 

throat and into her horrified lungs.  

‘This is not the time to learn the hornpipe!’ Dhum roared. 
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‘Come out here and say that,’ she gasped, uncertain whether to dive 

back into the shelter of the trees or turn her borrowed cloak into an 

impromptu tent and camp until Frir Season. She whooped, struggled 

and gulped the air down. ‘I – HATE – THE – OUTDOORS,’ she 

shrieked, the vigour of the effort gaining her a fraction of warmth 

again.  

Dhum waded out through the snow. ‘Fair weather elves,’ he 

grumbled. Then he copped the icy blast. ‘That fair curdles the lungs,’ 

he gasped. 

‘Told you,’ Avariss sputtered. ‘You go on, I’ll follow.’  

 ‘Dhum, love, you should stay out of the wind with that head cold,’ 

Goldie called, concerned. 

‘More walking, less talking,’ Hazzard bellowed. 

Dhum forged onwards, breaking a path. Fortunately the snow was 

not as deep up here, and only came up to his waist.  

Meanwhile Avariss was still doubled over and hugging her shins 

for warmth. She regarded the ground, muzzily. It actually seemed to 

be swaying beneath her feet. ‘Dizzy,’ she explained to herself. She shut 

her eyes but she still felt the ground shaking. ‘Inner ear infection! I 

must be getting Dhum’s cold!’ she cursed.  

‘Run!’ Hazzard bawled. 

‘Why?’ Avariss asked, sunk in mortification of catching a cold from 

a dwarf.  

‘Avariss, hon, shake a leg. Something is coming,’ Goldie shouted. 

‘That’s why the ground is shaking,’ Avariss said, relieved. She 

opened her eyes and looked around, expecting to see a monster burst 
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through the trees or from the tomb, being the only two places it could 

conceivably be hiding. 

Instead, the ground subsided beneath her feet. The snow collapsed 

inwards around her. A thick shaft of steam shot up from the melting 

snow, temporarily blinding her but bathing her in wonderful warm 

humidity. ‘Toasty!’ she called, delighted.  

The rush of steam abated. She blinked and looked around. She was 

standing in the middle of a giant cavity – a vast steaming pit of sliding 

snow that melted to reveal a pair of huge glossy black mandibles rising 

on either side. The rest of the monstrosity was below, hidden beneath 

the ice and snow. 

She realised she was in a bit of a fix. ‘My last words are–’ she 

shouted. Her friends made no movement. They seemed frozen with 

horror. ‘Rimbard’s Road! At least get a pencil,’ she instructed.  

Then the mandibles rose higher, slicing through the packed snow 

on either side of her. A glistening pit opened up below – a muscle-

ringed coil of goo. She descended into the pit of the monster and its 

rising bulk cut off all light around her.  

A steady pulse beat amid the humid heat. She saw a long red worm 

of tissue beside her, throbbing in time. The thick strand of muscle 

reached down into the monster for as far as she could see. She was 

seeing the inner workings of Nature, up close, raw and personal. 

‘Eugh,’ she exclaimed. Her researches were cut short. Green and 

yellow mucus squirted from glands just inside the mandibles. 

‘Digestive juices,’ she realised with alarm. ‘Those stains never wash 

out,’ she spoke from bitter experience. 
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The circle of light above retracted as a glistening ring of muscle 

pushed inwards around the gullet and descended towards her. The 

monster was swallowing. 

She leaped high and seized the lower edge of a mandible to avoid 

being forced down further into the gut. The edge was razor sharp but 

she gripped with both hands. She wailed in horror. ‘My manicure is 

totally ruined!’ 

The sacrifice was worth it. The glistening coil passed her and pulsed 

away down behind her. 

Then the digestive glands squirted mucus into her face. 

She spluttered and gasped. ‘I think I swallowed some!’ She dry 

retched then came to a quick decision. ‘I’m outta here,’ she announced.  

Above her the twin mandibles were closing, cutting out the light. 

She hauled herself upwards. She climbed to the razor sharp edge of 

the mandibles, swinging between them, hand-over-hand. ‘Ouch ouch 

ouch ouch ouch, my manicurist will get a tip at my next visit,’ she 

called. There was only a crack of daylight left as the mandibles closed 

fast.  

She stuck her head through the rapidly narrowing gap and freed 

one arm to wave to her friends. ‘Interesting Nature Fact,’ she gasped. 

‘Pull your head in before it gets snapped off,’ Dhum called. 

‘Nonsense,’ Avariss called airily. ‘Anywhere the head can go the 

body can follow.’ 

She flung herself up into a handstand as the mandibles snapped 

shut, then did a series of handsprings away from the monster as it 

retreated into its icy burrow. 
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It vanished beneath the snow which steamed, melted and shifted 

until the valley lay serene once more, with no clue as to what lurked 

beneath the innocent white surface. 

Dhum realised why the snow was comfortably dwarf-depth. A 

shallow layer of fresh snow lay on icy snow, packed down hard. He 

looked up and down the valley and calculated that the frozen snow 

layer must be at least twenty feet deep. 

‘That’s why no one sees it. It hides beneath the snow until it senses 

the vibrations of its prey,’ he marvelled. He did a quick mental sum to 

calculate the size of the monster by its mandibles. ‘It’s huge, bigger 

than that dragon,’ he realised. 

Avariss landed lightly beside him. ‘Now, where was I before I was 

so rudely interrupted? Oh, yes. Interesting Nature Fact,’ she started.  

‘In Olan’s name, what is that thing,’ Hazzard bawled, sword out, 

vigilant. 

‘No idea,’ Dhum said. ’We dwarves know all the underground 

monsters but I think this one lairs in deep snow.’ 

‘I know,’ Goldie shouted. ‘I heard that frost giants of the high 

mountains raise a giant insect called a remorhaz to guard their frozen 

lairs.’ 

‘Any weak points?’ Dhum jotted a warning note on the margin of 

his map. While he was distracted Avariss used the folds of his cloak to 

wipe off the digestive juices. 

Goldie shook her head. ‘Ask the frost giants,’ she said.  

‘That’s my bro. It takes a big man to barter with giants,’ Hazzard 

said, proudly. 



32 

  

‘And a stupid one too, to leave such an enormous monster for you 

to deal with,’ Dhum said, critically.  

‘He didn’t expect it would take me two hundred years to get here,’ 

Hazzard said, reasonably. ‘Besides, I can take it,’ he added. 

‘Will you let me finish!’ Avariss shouted in a high pitched shriek 

that went well outside the range of human and dwarf earshot. 

Everyone went completely quiet. ‘Interesting Nature Fact,’ she 

continued, inexorably.  

Dhum sighed and rolled his eyes. 

‘Remorhaz have one long, thin heart string that runs the entire 

length of their body. To kill that whole vast monster all you need to do 

is snap that titchy heart string,’ Avariss said. 

‘Not a bad Nature Fact for a monster you didn’t even know existed 

ten minutes ago,’ Dhum said, sceptically. 

‘Interesting, and True,’ Avariss claimed. ‘I have studied the creature 

internally.’ 

‘We’re coming over to join you,’ Goldie and Hazzard started 

forward. 

‘Stay where you are!’ Dhum called. ‘It hunts by sensing vibrations.’ 

Hazzard and Goldie stopped, Hazzard in mid-stride with one boot 

in mid-air and the other on tiptoe. He neglected to balance himself 

properly and after a brief moment of drastic contortion to try and save 

himself he fell over sideways. 

The silence was broken by the pumpf of a barbarian sprawling in 

snow. 

‘Silence,’ Dhum commanded, listening. 
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Hazzard stayed down, feeling his left cheek go numb. 

The silence was broken a hearty orc guffaw. ‘Sorry,’ Goldie gasped. 

She clapped her hand over her mouth and looked contrite. Then she 

lifted her palm. ‘Couldn’t help myself. Hazzard looked like he was 

doing ice ballet. I’ll stop now. I’m done.’ She made a twisting key 

movement on her lips, threw the imaginary key away, and then spoke 

again. ‘Speaking of Hazzard. Can he get up now? I don’t want him to 

get pneu–’ 

‘Silence,’ bellowed Dhum, forgetting himself. 

Then the ground beneath Dhum shifted and swayed. Steam erupted 

around him. The snow had melted into a cavity below his boots and 

now the last, thin crust of ice gave way beneath his weight. Glossy 

black mandibles reared on either side of him, and a long black cavern 

of digestive tract opened up, dripping with green bile and churning 

with yellow digestive juices. ‘Going down!’ he shouted. ‘Save 

yourselves!’ 

‘Good thinking!’ Avariss skimmed back towards the tree line.  

‘I’ll save him. You save yourself,’ Goldie and Hazzard spoke as one, 

then together charged towards the battle. The tattooed stallions on 

Hazzard’s legs gave him speed. He raced ahead at a fighting clip while 

Goldie soldiered on gamely, falling behind. 

Avariss passed Hazzard. At the moment of interchange she and 

Hazzard did a quick but complicated handshake. 

‘How come everyone can do that but me?’ Dhum wailed from 

within the mandibles of doom.  

‘Elves can do anything.’ Avariss was really flying now. She sped 

past Goldie and reached the trees then scrambled to the top of a pile of 

boulders. She turned, bow in hand, and plunged a handful of arrows 
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into the snow before her. ‘Ready!’ she called from a position of extreme 

safety. 

As Hazzard and Goldie ran towards him Dhum vanished from 

sight within the monster’s maw. Its mandibles snapped shut and its 

long bulk began to retreat into its snowy lair. 

‘Frir save us!’ Goldie shouted, dismayed. 

‘Come back you coward!’ Hazzard roared. He was still too far away 

for a sword strike. ‘Sic ‘em boys!’ he shouted.  

His tattoo hounds flung themselves from his shoulders in a yelping 

chorus of foaming fury. They leaped ahead of him and bit at the 

remorhaz’s mandibles. ‘Hold fast!’ Hazzard thundered, and the 

hounds clung on. 

The remorhaz shook its head violently, but the hounds’ jaws 

tightened, even as they were flung around like rags. The remorhaz 

reversed and came back out.  

A dozen feet of monster shot upwards from the snow, revealing 

bug insect eyes on either side of the black mandibles at the front end, 

with a pair of rudimentary wings behind the eye sockets – wings too 

small, thankfully, to carry such a tremendous bulk skywards. Two 

long twitching feelers lashed forwards while the hideous segmented 

length of sinuous body poured out, fringed with a multitude of black, 

glossy centipede legs. The nightmare insect was completed with a crest 

of glowing red which hissed against the snow.  

Hazzard gazed upwards. ‘I’m going to need a bigger sword,’ he 

said.  

Meanwhile, Dhum plummeted boots first down the gullet. He 

swung out his axe to arrest his fall, plunging it into the side of the gut. 

Green ichor spurted out. With a grunt of effort, clinging tight to the axe 
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haft, he swung himself sideways to wedge himself between the gullet 

walls like a frog in a throat. With his boots on one side and his 

shoulders on the other he set himself square. Lacking Avariss’s elvish 

grace and dexterity, Dhum knew there was no quick escape for him. 

‘I’ll have to do this the old fashioned dwarven way,’ he muttered. ‘Inch 

by inch and never give up!’  

Hunching his shoulders and stepping with his feet he started to 

work his way upwards. The circle of daylight cut out as the mandibles 

closed. A ring of muscle ran down the gullet walls towards him. ‘I’m a 

hard dwarf to swallow, monster!’ Dhum yelled and wedged himself 

tight with shoulders and boots. 

The muscle contraction passed over him and on down. 

A big warm glob of mucus blobbed onto his head. He blinked as it 

ran down through his hair, over his cheeks and into his beard. He tried 

to tell himself that he wasn’t being digested. 

‘Brick and Stone, looks like I’ll have to carve my way out,’ he 

mused. He raised his axe and hacked at the gullet lining. The axe blade 

bit so he raised it and struck again, but the hide of the monster was too 

thick, even from within. All that happened was that thick strands of 

green ichor and yellow bile spurted out, completely covering him.  

A second muscle contraction nearly shook him free as his boots 

skidded and his hands slipped on the haft of his axe. 

‘This dwarf is not for digesting!’ he bawled, defiantly. He really 

needed to blow his nose but given the mess he was coated with, he 

was pretty sure no-one would notice. He shook his head, and gave up 

on trying to hack his way out. Then he heard the yelps of Hazzard’s 

hounds, and Hazzard’s shout of ‘Sic em boys!’  
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The next moment the monster started thrashing about. Dhum was 

unable to do anything except brace himself. His boots and shoulders 

slipped as the monster lurched forwards. He tumbled another dozen 

feet down the gullet before he could stop himself. 

It had been warm near the monster mandibles. However he now 

noticed he was uncomfortably hot. Somewhere near at hand was a 

source of infernal heat. If he was not digested soon he might well end 

up cooked. He didn’t have time to wait for rescue. He noticed the 

darkness was relieved by a long dull ribbon of red running beside him 

that pulsed with a crimson glow. ‘How about that. It really is an 

Interesting Nature Fact. It’s worth a shot,’ he decided.  

He shifted his axe from one hand to the other, trying and failing to 

find a palm that was not slick with remorhaz digestive juices. It was 

time for desperate measures. He grabbed the haft in both slippery 

hands and raised it overhead. ‘Brick and Stone!’ he roared and cut 

down deep into the dark crimson muscle with a mighty blow.  

He felt the strands in the muscle part beneath the well-sharpened 

blade until it was a frayed thread pulsing bright red. The darkness 

surrounding him lightened and the heat increased. Then disaster 

struck. The axe-haft slipped from his gunk-covered hands like a 

greased pig. 

He stared after the axe as it dropped into the depths. There was a 

squishy thud as it landed somewhere out of sight. Yet clearly that 

dwarf-forged blade still had bite. At the point of impact a fire kindled 

in the creature’s belly. A wall of flame raced up the inside of the gullet 

towards Dhum. ‘Melted. And charred!’ he realised. ‘Fortunately, I am 

naturally fire-proof,’ he congratulated himself. 

Outside, so much of the remorhaz was now outside its lair that it 

tipped forwards in a big loop like a caterpillar. Its bulbous head and 



37 

  

first four sets of legs touched the ground. Its wings flared behind its 

bulging eyes in a natural shield. More and more of it emerged from the 

snowy depths, then more and more, all of it unpleasant; black carapace 

and centipede legs. Its fiery crest hissed and steamed. 

The monster finally shook the hounds off. They landed in the soft 

snow and picked themselves up, furious, baying and undaunted. 

Hazzard bid them back to his shoulders. They had distracted it but 

clearly their fangs could do this fell beast no harm. 

Hazzard raised his fist in salute to Olan, god of warriors. ‘Aurochs! 

Go!’ he shouted. 

The bull aurochs tattoo leaped from his chest. The black bull 

snorted and pawed, throwing up the snow around his fore-shoulders, 

then scored holes in the snow with his horns. ‘Stop prancing and start 

charging!’ Hazzard bawled. 

The aurochs lowered its head and thundered towards the 

monstrous insect. 

The monster’s spines lit. Fire raced up the crest. The black sinuous 

insect crashed down on the snow, its head facing Hazzard, with fire 

blazing around its spine. It fanned its wings, opened its jaws, and 

hissed. 

They all saw Dhum wedged inside, arms and legs glued to the 

gullet sides in an effort to stay upright. 

Avariss raised her bow. ‘Duck!’ she yelled. 

‘I can only do the brace position,’ Dhum yelled. 

Avariss sent a dozen arrows into the maw, puncturing the gut in a 

dozen places. Bile and blood spurted out. 
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Right behind the arrows the charging bull aurochs arrived on the 

scene, a half ton of angry beef at full gallop. It ran down the gullet. 

‘Dhum you might want to–’ Hazzard started. 

The divine bull trampled right over the dwarf. Stomp. Stomp. 

Stomp, with sharp hooves. ‘Oof, oof, oof,’ Dhum said.  

‘Never mind,’ Hazzard finished. 

The remorhaz roared in rage and pain. Fire roared forwards within 

its gullet. Its gut furnace roared high. The aurochs was undaunted. It 

kept right on going. If anything it was gaining speed as it charged, 

head lowered, into the raging inferno and disappeared.  

‘Um, Bluey,’ Hazzard called. He peered into the insect murk and 

clicked his tongue in encouragement. ’Bluey? Got some good feed for 

you here, Bluey mate, come on. Come back.’ 

There was no response. 

The super-heated blast reached Dhum at last. He sizzled like a 

marshmallow then vanished from sight, engulfed in flame.  

 The enraged remorhaz threw itself upright and swayed like a huge 

insectoid column against the grey sky and white snow. It slammed 

backwards and forwards against the earth, spewing flames. 

The watchers winced with each thud in sympathy with the trapped 

dwarf.  

‘Ouch.’  

‘Ooh.’  

‘Oh, that can’t be good.’ 

Goldie rushed forward and placed her hands against the 

remorhaz’s carapace. ‘Dhum, can you hear me?’ 
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It was hard to tell with all the thrashing and sizzling of flames but 

she thought she heard a distant dwarven gurgle. 

Bone or flesh or skin or blood, she chanted. 

She ducked a wild slam from the monstrosity and laid her hands on 

the carapace again. 

Frir will heal thee as she would, she chanted, then added, ‘Frir, this is 

for my friend, not the monster, you know that don’t you darl, you’re 

the goddess, you know everything.’ 

Except thy be her only son, dodging a second wild slam. 

She would heal thee, every one, she finished. 

She stood back. ‘I don’t know if that worked,’ she said, ‘but Frir 

finds a way.’ 

Meanwhile Dhum was thrown violently downwards and bashed 

from side to side within the enraged monstrosity. He was surrounded 

with super-heated warmth as if he was free falling through an endless 

sauna. In the belly of the beast the temperature surged, and it was a 

little too hot even for a dwarf hardened to handle furnace heat. The 

infernal conditions of the creature’s belly combined with the crushing 

constrictions of its gullet, not to mention the full body slams as it flung 

itself to and fro in rage and agony, all conspired to make him feel more 

than a little unwell. To add insult to injury his head cold was feeling 

worse and all this jolting was giving him motion sickness. He didn’t 

know whether he was going to fry, throw up or melt into a quivering 

pile of dwarf gumbo. All in all, he’d had better days. 

Outside in the snow, the vast bulk of the remorhaz circled Hazzard 

and Goldie. The snow sizzled and melted beneath their feet. 
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From her vantage above Avariss pelted it with arrows but they 

bounced off or stuck quivering in the carapace to no effect. ‘Get it to 

open its mandibles again,’ she called. ‘That’s the soft spot.’ 

The remorhaz obligingly gaped to engulf Goldie and Hazzard, 

ready to follow up its dwarven appetizer with a main of human and 

orc. 

‘Cheers,’ Avariss said, as she fired a volley. 

Frir guard us! Goldie called. She raised her hand upwards and out, 

and a glowing shield appeared in the air before her, hovering, 

expanding to cover herself and Hazzard, blazing with the circle and 

the sickle and all of Frir’s glorious protective power.  

The remorhaz’s mandibles chomped down on either side the Frir-

shield. 

Avariss’s deadly hail of arrows hit the shield from the inside and 

bounced off, falling to the ground at Goldie’s feet. 

‘Good one, you dumb cow–’ she shouted. Then she realised that 

even when inspired to righteous wrath by an idiot action in the heat of 

battle, it was impolitic to insult Frir, ‘–loving person,’ she finished, 

hastily, reaching for another arrow. There were none left. 

The remorhaz leaned into the hovering golden shield, biting and 

gnawing. Thick ropy strings of drool slobbered over the glow, and a 

hail of sparks from its fire crest blew over them. The intense 

incinerating heat of its interior radiated outwards from its gaping 

maw. Melting slush pooled around their feet. 

Goldie and Hazzard squinted into the flaming maelstrom within its 

gullet. ‘Dhum, get out if you can,’ Goldie shouted.  



41 

  

‘Bluey,’ Hazzard called. ‘Come back here. Right now. Bad aurochs. 

No hay for you.’ 

There was no response within the fiery depths.  

Goldie leaned into her glowing shield, eyes squinting. ‘Dhum can’t 

make it out by himself. He needs help!’ she said. 

‘I’ll run in and fetch him,’ Hazzard roared. 

‘Great idea, I’ll come with you,’ Goldie said, enthusiastically. She 

dropped her hand and the hovering glowing shield vanished. 

The remorhaz skidded to a halt. A strange, glazed, constipated 

expression passed over its bug eyes. The very tip of its tail, the 

hindmost segment, capped with a hideous pair of pointed legs, 

twitched and convulsed. The venomous spike at the end stood upright 

like a rattlesnake.  

‘Really? It chooses this time to take a dump,’ Goldie gasped.  

Then the twitching tail carapace tore open from within. The 

hindmost limbs convulsed and a vile torrent of bile spurted 

backwards. Riding on the crest of the wave, an aurochs with a fiery 

mane galloped out. 

‘Good one, Bluey!’ Hazzard roared.  

Within the furnace guts of the remorhaz, Dhum was thrown 

upwards by the monster’s convulsions. He saw the long thin red 

muscle he had all but frayed. It was hanging by a thread. 

He heard Avariss say, ‘Interesting Nature Fact.’ That is, it might 

have been Avariss, but the voice sounded warm and concerned, with a 

ripple of laughter underneath the words. He felt a sudden, fresh surge 

of strength. His burned and swollen face creased in a smile. 
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‘I have no axe but I can bite!’ He bared his battle-forged dwarven 

teeth. ‘Lucky I floss every night.’ Then he seized the long strand and 

bit down with all his might. Tendons of the frayed muscle parted 

string by string as Dhum gnawed. The heart string stretched, bent, 

wobbled then tore cleanly in half.  

The remorhaz convulsed and its mandibles gaped. Dhum was shot 

upwards by the force of the spasm. He popped out of the remorhaz’s 

jaws like a champagne cork from a bottle, and flew in a huge half circle 

overhead, arms flailing, accompanied by the seldom heard 

‘Arrrrgggghhhh’ of a dwarf in full flight.  

He reached the height of the arc and then descended, waving his 

arms and arrrrgggghhhh-ing with all his might. He landed on the roof 

of the Old King’s tomb. The tiles broke beneath his weight and he 

vanished with a splintering crash. 

The remorhaz collapsed twitching on the snow in a mess of 

carapace, guts, goo and convulsions. Its fire-crest sizzled out.  

The aurochs cleaned its horns by thrusting them in the snow. Then 

it trotted back to Hazzard, who waded in to the mess, determined to 

make very, very sure that the remorhaz was dead. 

Avariss abandoned her perch and ran towards the tomb. Goldie ran 

after her, but the fleet half-elf outpaced the solidly built orc. Avariss 

ran between the pillars and tried the double doors. They were locked. 

She brought out her lock pick tools, then stopped. She remembered 

that she stood in the shadow of the arms of Olan, that Olan was not 

noted for any sense of humour and might resent trespass. She raised 

her hand and knocked. ‘Dhum? Are you all right in there? Speak to 

me,’ she said. 

She heard a long drawn out moan from within. 
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‘Dhum is that you or is that some kind of lich king?’ she asked, 

mindful of previous bad experiences.  

A second long drawn out moan was her only answer. 

‘How about one moan for yes, two moans for no,’ she tried. 

‘Leave me here,’ said a voice, hollow as if speaking from the long 

past, but definitely Dhum’s. 

Goldie puffed up. ‘What are you waiting for?’ she asked. She put 

both hands to the double doors, pushed and strode right on in. 

‘But they were locked.’ Avariss was astonished. 

‘Olan’s temples are open to all Frir worshippers,’ Goldie tossed over 

her shoulder. 

The interior was dim, but light came in through the dwarf-sized 

hole in the roof. 

In the centre of the chamber was the Old King’s tomb, an austere 

stone rectangle. Goldie paused, and bowed her head in prayer.  

Avariss stopped and stared around, slack-jawed. It was a sight to 

warm the heart of the most acquisitive of half-elves. Arrayed around 

the tomb was a warrior’s hoard of loot seized in battle. Gilded armour 

for men and horses stood on stands, with richly decorated saddles, 

caparisons, and gem-studded bridles. Silvered swords with rubies in 

the hilts, spears with filigreed heads and axes with silver inlay were 

racked upon the walls. Before the tomb were chests, lids open to show 

the coins within, gold, silver, copper and platinum. 

The largest chest of all stood open at the foot of the Old King’s 

Tomb. Dhum had landed square in middle of it, face down in the gold. 
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Coming out of her gilded daydream, Avariss hurried over and 

turned him around.  

Dhum’s face was swollen, reddened and blackened. His beard was 

sizzled, frizzled and partly digested. His eyes fluttered open. ‘Leave 

me,’ he whispered, weakly. 

Avariss gasped in horror. ‘Your complexion is never going to 

recover. Not unless you try some of these elvish skin creams. Only ten 

gold a salve if you buy them from me wholesale, and they keep your 

skin soft and supple. Actually,’ she confided, ‘they’re supposed to be 

for haemorrhoids but they work just as well on the–’ 

‘No, I mean really leave me,’ Dhum’s eyes widened with 

indignation. ‘I’m dying and I want to be alone with the gold and not 

hear anything, anything at all, about elven haemorrhoid creams.’ He 

fell back into the gold and a smile crossed his singed and frizzled 

features as the coins beneath him made a lovely chinking sound. 

Avariss sobbed and dropped a tear. ‘Can I use some of this gold to 

buy new shoes for your funeral?’ she asked. 

With the last of his strength, Dhum beckoned her closer. She leaned 

forward and caught his last whisper. ‘Only if they are marked down 

by at least 50%.’ 

Goldie thrust Avariss aside to survey Dhum with a professional 

eye. ‘Frir will have you up in no time,’ she told him. She lowered her 

head, closed her eyes and spread out her hands above Dhum’s prone 

form. She started praying. 

Bone or flesh or skin or blood 

At first slowly and then with increasing, miraculous speed, Dhum’s 

burns healed. 
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Frir will heal thee as she would 

The swelling on his face subsided and the burned red skin returned 

to his natural ruddy glow.  

Except thy be her only son 

The fried ends of his beard stopped sizzling and the frizzled hair 

combed out into its normal luxurious tangle. 

She would heal thee, every one 

Goldie raised her head and lifted her hands.  

Hazzard joined them, satisfied at last that the remorhaz was dead. 

He marched straight to the Old King’s tomb and saluted with his 

sword, then knelt.  

Goldie lifted Dhum to his feet. He stood, cautiously, rotated his 

shoulders, and felt his beard. Then he took a deep breath of air. He 

seized both Goldie’s hands in his. ‘Why, you’ve even cured my head 

cold!’ he cried, his voice growing stronger with every word. 

‘Do you think there might be an undead guardian about?’ Avariss 

regarded the tomb uneasily. 

‘Naw,’ Hazzard said, standing up. ‘But I wouldn’t put it past my 

brother to have a skeleton propped on a spring,’ he added. He clasped 

Dhum’s hand. ‘Sorry about the trampling,’ he said, awkwardly. 

‘All is forgiven,’ Dhum was still beaming. He rubbed his hands with 

glee. ‘Take a look at all this!’ he said. ‘Now Goldie is what I call a real 

solid addition to this party,’ he added, jovially. ‘Capable lass, handy 

with that mace no doubt. Completely saved my life. I was convinced I 

was a goner. I even told Avariss she could buy a pair of shoes for my 

funeral.’ 
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‘At 50% off I wouldn’t be seen dead at anyone’s funeral,’ Avariss 

sulked. 

Dhum turned to Goldie. ‘How can I ever thank you? I’ll do anything 

you ask.’ 

‘If you are truly grateful then show your gratitude. Give the Old 

King’s hoard to his clan,’ said Goldie. 

Dhum was taken aback by the simple enormity of her demand. 

‘Um, well, Brick and Stone,’ he blustered. ‘It’s not really for me to give 

away. It’s Hazzard’s hoard, really.’ 

‘It’s not my hoard. It’s Ulf’s,’ Hazzard said. 

‘What!’ Dhum and Avariss yipped as one, stunned. 

Avariss recovered first. ‘Whoa, hold your horses, and your dogs 

and your bull and all the rest of it. You’re battle-drunk, crazy. This is 

no time to be thinking about serious long-term financial planning. I 

suggest you sleep on it and appoint me as your accountant in the 

morning.’ 

‘She’s right. About the gold, not appointing her as your accountant. 

You’re not thinking straight. Your brother left this hoard to you,’ 

Dhum protested. 

Hazzard had his eyes fixed on his brother’s tomb. ‘I don’t want to 

be king,’ he reminded them. ‘I want only freedom and my boon 

comrades, and maybe some beer. If Ulf answers the summons to 

rescue Geir that will prove he’s a brave leader, and whoever rules the 

clan gets the gold.’ 

‘Rimbard’s Road! I give in,’ Avariss said. ‘All I have to do is wait 

until you’re asleep then sneak into the tomb and… Wait, did I say that 

out loud?’ 
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Dhum bent into the chest and scooped up a couple of handfuls. ‘I’ll 

just take enough to cover our expenses,’ he said. 

‘Good idea,’ said Avariss, ‘I’ll just help you count it—‘ 

‘This hoard is now the property of Ulf,’ Hazzard said, brushing the 

gold out of Dhum’s hands then slamming the lid on four sets of 

grasping fingers.  

‘But,’ Dhum and Avariss protested.  

Realising they were not going to move on their own volition 

Hazzard seized them by the shoulders and shoved them out the door. 

Avariss picked herself up, dusted off the snow, and set off without 

even a look back.  

Dhum sighed and headed after Avariss. ‘You’re taking this pretty 

well,’ he congratulated her. 

‘I’m sure this is just a nightmare and I will wake up shortly,’ 

Avariss said, hopefully. ‘I’m not pinching myself, just in case.’  

‘Goldie did save my life,’ Dhum comforted himself. ‘That is worth 

more than all the riches of a dead man’s tomb.’  

‘No it isn’t,’ Avariss said morosely. ‘And besides, if you were dead 

we’d all get a bigger share. I’d have new shoes without the 50% mark 

down.’ 

Dhum eyed Avariss, exasperated. ‘Talking about shares, don’t think 

I’ve forgotten that cloak. You’re returning it to Geir at once.’ 

‘All right, don’t get your knickers in a knot. Or your cloak, ha ha.’ 
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Two days later Dhum stepped out of the shepherd’s hut. It was just 

before dawn on a freezing, dark morning. Within all was cosy, and 

without the wind was howling. 

‘Why are we leaving so early?’ Avariss yawned, still half asleep, as 

Hazzard bundled her out. Bathed in frigid air she woke abruptly and 

turned around to dive straight back inside. Anticipating her move, 

Hazzard was already holding onto the hood of her cloak. She halted 

with a jerk, and he turned her 180 degrees so she was facing the great 

big snowy outside again. 

‘Let’s just go before everyone wakes up. If it takes Geir six hours to 

recite one poem imagine how long it will take him to chant a farewell 

speech,’ Hazzard said. 

Ulf the Chieftain was already at Geir’s hut when they returned from 

the mountain. He had arrived with a dozen men, armed and 

provisioned for orc hunting. After they got over the shock of meeting 

Goldie not to mention the shock of meeting a royal ancestor presumed 

long-dead, Hazzard took them up to the hoard. He was rewarded with 

the title Great-Grandfather, all the beer he could drink, and an epic 

round of arm wrestling, which saw Goldie crowned as the reigning 

All-Mountain Champion, which helped everybody get over the 

business of her being an orc once and for all. Geir the Skald related the 

Lay of The Old King three times running with a new ending foretelling 

the rise of Ulf the King. Everyone agreed it had been a top night. 

Inside the hut all the guests were still snoring. The only one who 

rose to see them off was Goldie, who stood beside the hut, beaming. 

‘Goldie, come with us,’ said Hazzard. 

‘No,’ Dhum and Avariss spoke as one. 
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‘What? But you were saying what a great addition she was to the 

party,’ Hazzard said. 

‘I’ve changed my mind,’ Dhum said, sullenly. ‘She may be doughty 

and clever and kind and blessed by Frir with the power to heal all ills 

including head colds, but all that is nothing to us if she gives away 

every jot of treasure we ever get.’ 

‘Yeah,’ Avariss said, morosely. ‘If we let her come with us, anyone 

with a good sob story will get their grubby paws on our gold.’ 

Goldie smiled benevolently on them both. ‘I know you are 

disappointed now but you will get over it in time. Then your better 

selves will be glad to know the good use made of it, rather than 

wasting it on selfish pleasure.’  

‘Oh, you don’t know the half of it,’ Avariss muttered, under her 

breath. Her better self was better only in that it preferred mink over 

sable. 

Goldie held out her hands to Hazzard. ‘Your inheritance will be 

used for the good of your clan,’ she said. ‘Frir blesses you for your 

charity.’ 

‘It’s what my brother would have wanted,’ Hazzard said, simply. 

Goldie embraced him. ‘Frir loves you,’ she said. 

‘And I thought it was just steamy inside the remorhaz,’ Dhum 

rolled his eyes and turned away. ‘Come on. If we’re going to ever 

reach civilization we’d better start trudging. We have a lot of snow to 

cover.’  

‘Olan loves you,’ Hazzard wrapped Goldie in a bear hug. 
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‘Frir loves you too,’ Goldie hugged him back, a real rib cracker. 

‘Now get going. I look forward to hearing fresh tales from you when 

we meet again, and another arm wrestle,’ she added, with a grin.  

Avariss and Dhum trudged away through the snow. Hazzard 

bounded past them, pelting them with flecks of ice. ‘Hurry it up you 

two. I’ve got a lot of roving to do.’ He strode on, whistling tunelessly. 

Behind him Dhum and Avariss both secretly wished that his 

whistling would bring down an avalanche on his far-too-charitable 

head.  

‘Are you quite sure there’s not a tropical island on one of your 

maps?’ she asked hopefully. 

‘If there isn’t I’ll draw one in myself,’ muttered Dhum, as they 

followed Hazzard away down the mountain. 
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This is just one of the four adventures in: 

THE OTHER DUNGEONEERS 

With Friends Like These... 

The always broke but ever hopeful adventurers Dhum, Hazzard 

and Avariss are back, and they’ve made some expensive new friends. 

Yen the money mage, who needs coins for spells. Goldie the cleric, 

who gives to the poor. And Atem the artificer, whose costly devices 

always explode. 

In this new collection of comedic fantasy stories the Dungeoneers 

explore a dragon-burnt city, an icy tomb, an abandoned mine, and a 

murderous paradise. 

Battling monsters and finding treasure is only half the adventure. 

Keeping it is the tricky part… 



 

 

And in case you missed the first volume: 

THE THREE DUNGEONEERS 

An Annoyance of Adventurers 

Dhum the dwarf, Hazzard the barbarian and Avariss the half-elf are 

great at fighting, but terrible at financial planning. 

No matter how many monsters they slay, somehow they always 

end up broke. 

In this hilarious collection of stories their endless quest for treasure 

takes them to a mysterious tower, a haunted tavern, a wild wilderness, 

a scheming city and a dark labyrinth. 

If you’ve ever gone down into a dungeon with some trusty friends 

and a ten-foot pole, you’ll know that sometimes high fantasy can get a 

bit stupid… 
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Treasure worthy of your greatest adventures! ™ 

Campaign Coins are beautiful metal coins and 

accessories for tabletop games. The classic fantasy 

range includes Copper, Silver, Gold, Electrum and 

Platinum coins as well as Trade Bars. 

campaigncoins.com 


