The Ardexian Chronicles
Orcish Hunting Party

By: Trench Wolfhound


The night sky was brilliant.  Somewhere between the east horizon and directly overhead hung a full moon, making the crude bon-fire almost unnecessary.  But, the moon could not cook their fresh kill.  The days were warm; the nights relatively cool in this part of Ardexia.


The kill was from Kraal.  He stood tall as the moon cast its light behind him.  He was handsome.  A full, long mane of tangled hair fell down over his large shoulders.  His arms were muscular, though not overly thick, threatening quickness about his form.  His skin shone in the moonlight, radiating green from the leathery scales.  His teeth were jagged and protruded from his lower lip, upward; sharp as any blade.  His eyes were as green as his skin, though almost hidden under the shadows of his overhanging brow.  His clothing was a mixture of kills, manipulated into clothing and equipment that hung off him for the hunt.  A necklace of bones hung around his neck, keeping the count of his kills.  He was handsome, indeed.  For an orc, anyway.  The rest of the orc hunting party raised their crude mugs in the air in celebration and honor to their meal’s provider.


The small pack of wolves had been a challenge and left a few scrapes on Kraal, not to mention several deep bite marks.  Just more scars to add to the others.  Battle scars, proof of a warrior’s true mantel.  And Kraal had as many of them as any other orc, if not more.  But, for all the damage they did, the quartet of wolves stood no chance.  Now, their meat cooked over the fire and their skins were already being made into more crude articles of clothing.


The orcish party sat around the large fire, joking and laughing about their conquests and even a bit about their defeats.  A moment of silence was given to a member of the party that had been killed by an invading army of a mixture of pale, weak skinned beings.  Elves, humans, dwarves, they all seemed to be constantly trying to destroy their land.


“They attack us,” one orc began as the conversation turned to the invaders, “And why?  There is tale that their land is green and lush with growth!  So why do they invade our shores to attack us?  Like we didn’t have enough troubles with the gargoyles and trolls… Now them!”

There was a loud uproar of agreement to the orc’s words, before Kraal spoke up, “True, their constant attacks cause us all troubles, but not all has been bad from them.”  The entire group looked to him as if he had gone insane before he clarified, “Thanks to them, the gargoyles and trolls have joined with us, the fighting between our groups nearly ended.”  He then leaned forward, as if to reveal a secret, “I’ve even heard rumor that the Cyclops and ogres are to join the forces.”  Such a ‘secret’ was enough to release another roar of excitement.


From a nearby tent, a large orc stormed out, moving as if he sought to attack something.  He looked upon the group and gave out a shout to draw their attentions, “We have much ground to cover, tomorrow.  Get rest while you can.  The scouts say we’ll be doing battle by morning!”


The others gave out a low grumble of agreement and gnawed out large pieces of meat from the bones of the wolves.  Before long, all but the guard was sleeping.  The guard was evenly split out between all the orcs throughout the night, so that none were tired by morning’s rise.


Shortly after the sun broke over the horizon, they were once more moving north.  They traveled within side of the ocean’s shore, but attempted to move far enough away so they would not be spotted by any that would be on the water.  They moved in a loose formation, each running to keep up with the chieftain.  Their leader was the strongest, fastest, best all around warrior of the group, typically.  But, this leader knew Kraal was a better combatant, yet Kraal had no desire for leadership and appreciated working under the command of Grogg.  Grogg was larger than Kraal, but much slower.  Still, if the two ever were to fight, it would be a close battle that neither sought.  Kraal supported Grogg, and because of this support, no other orc ever sought to challenge Grogg’s authority.


They came across a large boat settled on the beach.  The design made it obvious as to who it belonged to   A human hunting party was invading.  Their trail was careless and easy to follow.  The orc scouts had already started on the trail.  As the party began to follow the obvious trail, a loud cry was heard from the rear of the ranks.


They turned to see a small volley of arrows heading towards them.  Two elves had remained on the boat to ambush any would-be attackers.  Kraal knew they had to be dispatched or his entire party could parish.  On the beach there was no shelter and no place to take cover from the arrows.  He charged the large boat, his allies following his lead.


An arrow struck his shoulder.  He continued charging.  Another arrow struck into his side.  He continued charging.  A third arrow struck into his leg.  He threw his axe, slicing it into the chest of one of the archers, knocking him several feet back from the powerful force.  With his hands free, he kept up, latching onto the side of the boat and pulled himself up.  As his head poked over the side, he saw an arrow pointed directly in his face.  With an urgent single motion, he raised his hand, just as the archer released the bow’s string.  He caught the arrow before it was able to fully clear the bow, and just as quickly, swung himself onto the boat’s deck.  Before the elf could draw his blade, Kraal’s massive hand wrapped around the attacker’s head, and with a twist of his wrist, snapped the small creature’s neck.

His breathing was hard as he released the elf’s head, the body dropping to the floor.  He looked at his work with a distasteful sneer before turning to look towards his companions.  Two stood below the boar, ready to attack if Kraal had failed.  The others were tending to the two orcs that had been badly injured.  Kraal leapt from the boar, the arrow in his leg causing intense pain as he made impact with the beach below.  The two that waited below moved to help him.  They laid him next to the other two injured and Kraal looked at the injuries.  One, the first that had been hit, was shot in the back.  He was losing a lot of blood and Kraal already knew that he was going to die.  They all did.  The other was obviously hit during the charge, the arrow stuck out of his lower chest.  Whether it hit his lungs or not was difficult to tell.


“AAARRRGH!”  He hadn’t noticed that while he watched the others that were hurt, his comrades were working on pulling the arrow from his leg.  The same orc that pulled the arrow from his leg reached up to pull the one from his shoulder.  This time, Kraal was prepared and did not release a sound.  Wince in pain, though, he did.


Then, the arrows were pulled from his side.  That had been the most painful of the three.  It was lodged strongly in his body, and when pulled, the arrow snapped, leaving the head too deep in his side to be pulled out.  The one working on him drew a knife and threatened to go digging for it.  Kraal quickly stopped him and suggested it best to leave the arrowhead where it was.


Kraal got up and stumbled toward Grogg, seeking his opinion on the situation.


“We are now down two men.  Gorn may die, but his brother is already gone.  You know that, and even if Gorn does survive, do you think he will be able to fight with a hole in his chest?”  Kraal didn’t answer; he already knew where Grogg was going.  “And even with those two out, maybe we could still continue on, but my best warrior has been taking so much damage, lately, there’s no way he’ll be useful in another battle.”  Kraal turned his gaze from the party scattering about below to his leader, angered.


“I can still fight!”


“Maybe you can, but for how long?  Do you think you would have been hit so hard if you weren’t so slowed down from those wolf scrapes?”


Kraal opened his mouth to argue, but Grogg was right.  Days earlier, he would have dodged those arrows, but he was already feeling worn from the battles.  The pain at his side reminded him of how he still hurt, now.


“We will go back to the village.  Let the gargoyles handle this threat.”


“You saw how big that ship is.  That many humans could go through many gargoyles.  And what if they hit one of our villages before another war party can stop them?  We’re spread so thin, we hardly have any guards left to defend our homes.  Certainly not enough to handle an attack force of this size!”


For a long moment, Grogg said nothing.  They both watched as one orc struggled for life, before finally slumping over, dead.  Gorn released a loud howl of mourning and Grogg turned away.  “I can’t let that happen to you.”


Kraal placed his hand on Grogg’s shoulder, “It won’t.  It will take more than a few humans to stop me, and you know it.  We may be the only thing stopping them from massive damage.  We can’t just walk away from this.”


Shortly after the sun had reached its peak in the sky, the orc party was on the trail of the humans.


The human vessel had been torn into, several planks removed to build a decent raft.  The dead orc was placed upon the raft and was set ablaze before being shoved out to sea.  All stood in silence as they watched the corpse renewed by anger to hunt the invaders that brought about his brother’s death.  Still, it was obvious that the bandaged wound in his chest hurt him greatly.  It was less obvious that the arrowhead in Kraal’s side was causing him as much torment.  It was his assurance that it didn’t hurt that convinced Grogg to continue on.  Some of the wolf from the night before remained, and after eating that, they moved on.


They crossed the stone desert all through the day.  When the trail became difficult to follow, the scout found where it picked up and showed the party the way.  The sun beat brutally upon them.  However, they were used to it, the humans, Grogg figured, were not.  By nightfall, the fire shining from the human’s encampment was visible to the orc party.


The humans were seen celebrating and eating, totally unaware of the orcish presence behind them.  Grogg commanded his troops to rest.  There was no more food.  No hunting had been done that day, and no fire could be made in fear of attracting the attention of their prey.  It was their way to be hungry before battle.  It made their fighting all the more fierce.


Gorn seemed to be recovering decently, and one of the others made out a metal plate to tie over his chest, protecting his bandaged chest.  Kraal, however, was feeling worse than before.  His body still hadn’t fully recovered from the wolf attack, and now the metal in his side began to eat at him, hurting more every time he turned.  His sleep was restless.  Everyone’s was.  Each one was eager for the hunt, the upcoming battle.  And though the battle was heavy on Kraal’s mind, it wasn’t what was keeping him awake.  Grogg couldn’t sleep, either.  He watched his best warrior toss and turn, and cringe in pain each time he tried to lay on his side.  But, he could not order Kraal away from this combat, could not disgrace him in such a way.  On top of that, Grogg knew, if Kraal did not fight, few, if any, of his men would live this battle.


It wasn’t just that Kraal was a great fighter; he inspired.  The other troops fought harder, lasted longer when he was at their side.  It was this quality that Grogg truly admired, and envied.  It was what kept his troops fighting strong, and not only did Grogg know this, Kraal knew it.  In fact, they all knew that it was Kraal’s fighting spirit that kept them all alive, more so than his actual fighting.  That’s why Kraal pushed on, and that was something only Grogg knew.

A horn sounded in the distance.  Not from the human camp, but it wasn’t one of their horns, either.  The source was somewhere between the two camps.

“We’ve been spotted!”  Grogg called out as he saw the small figure in the distance.  The orc army gathered their equipment and was quickly after the horn blower before he even realized they were moving.  Once he saw the party coming after him, he took off and he was quick.  Kraal saw something else moving out in the distance and changed his direction to head straight for the human encampment.  The others questioned for a moment, but quickly followed his lead.  Right next to Kraal ran Grogg.

As they moved closer to the human camp, they saw their enemies, suited up, beginning to take their places; preparing for battle.  A few looked towards the human scout and saw him being sliced in half by their own scout.


The humans began their charge, but didn’t have far to go as the orcs had already covered more than half the distance.  The two parties clashed, blades striking against each other.  The human army seemed more than twice the size of the orc party, if one included the archers that were still a distance away.  Instantly, two humans made their attack to the obvious leader, Grogg.  Yet, one had the misfortune of having his back to Kraal.  Though, a short, stocky human-like creature with a large axe was attacking him, Kraal swung his axe to the human whose back was turned to him, slicing hard into him.  Before Kraal could pull his axe from the man’s back, the small being swung his axe upward to Kraal’s gut.  The orc released his axe and latched on to the extended handle of the oncoming blade.  As he attempted to pull the blade from the warrior, he found that the short being would not let go.  So, he swung the weapon around from the head of the axe, picking up the dwarf and swinging him with it.


Though surprised to find how heavy his attacker was, he was still able to release him towards another human that was preparing a rear attack onto another orc.  Kraal looked about and saw Grogg snapping the neck of his attacker.  He also saw another orc being shot down by an arrow.  He quickly realized that the fallen orc had actually been hit a few times by the archers.


Kraal turned to the archers and on his charge towards them, he pulled his axe from the human’s corpse.  The archer’s quickly gained sight of the charging orc and adjusting their aim to him.  Before they could fire, one of the end archers was sliced through his neck by a hatchet.  The scout finally made it to the battle, just in time.


But the death of a comrade was not enough to deter them.  Without flinching, the elven archers fired their arrows to the charging orc.  This time, Kraal made an attempt to avoid the oncoming arrows, narrowly dodging several, but still hit by a few.  One grazed his ear, another in his arm.  A third had hit his shoulder, close to where the first had struck the day before.  Another elf fell to the hatchet of the scout.  The next in line turned to face the attacker and shot an arrow, no more than arm length away, into the scout’s head.  That archer was the first victim under Kraal’s axe, almost immediately afterward.  As he turned to the other archers, a human body was hurled towards them, knocking a few off their feet.  While those few recovered, Kraal took the distraction to begin tearing through the ones still standing.  As one hand swung the axe to one opponent, the other reached out to grab a hold of another.  He quickly noticed that he wasn’t alone within the archer.  Gorn was wiping out the other end of the faster than they could draw their bows.  As Kraal’s teeth were tearing into the final living archer, his body having gained a few more arrows within, he watched as a human drew his sword above his head, and behind Grogg.


Kraal ran for the human, shouting to Grogg who was already busy dispatching a foe to his front.


It was past nightfall before the orcs were able to drag the bodies back to the ocean shore.  They had bashed up more of the ship to make a few wooden rafts.  They had sliced the bodies of the humans and elves for food and a few orcs had carried the meat from that.  A larger raft was made for the chieftain.  Four deaths in all, were accrued through the combat, but there was not an orc without injury, some more severe than others.  As each raft was set to sea, they stood and watched in mournful silence.  The last to be sent out was Grogg’s.  As it sunk under the water, Kraal released a mournful cry, and was soon joined in by the others.

Once done with the night, wood from the boat was used for a fire and despite their mourning, they celebrated their victory.  The meat from their battle was more than enough to feed the party for days.  As the night dwindled on, the orcs began to sleep.  Kraal was the first to seek rest.


The next morning, Kraal was also the only not to awaken.

