TALES OF CHAR'SAVON

Chapter 1.10

Bertram's chain hauberk that he 'acquired' actually had a faint emblem on it that he missed. As he walked, lost in thought, he almost ran right into a full squad of hobgoblin soldier's heading north. Not really thinking about it, he pulled his weapon and took a fighting stance. It had worked well enough once before, although that was against one hobgoblin, not a mob. The hobgoblins pulled out their swords but the leader gave a fist up signal and the soldiers stood their ground, growling.

The leader seemed to be studying Bertram’s chain hauberk and after about a minute started laughing. In a broken Common he said, "Brave little man. You kill one of Bloody Fist. You wear his armor." The leader then turned to the group and said something in goblin that made the whole unit laugh. When the noise quieted down, he turned back to Bertram, "Armor not even fit little man. You follow group. We Trollfighters. Very tough. Not get killed by little man like you. We let you come with us and trade armor at trading post. Maybe Figorous hire you for something. If not, maybe you become Trollfighter?" With that the squad sheathed their swords and began to head north and the leader waved Bertram in line.

Thorny knew enough about the hobgoblins to be wary. He had only seen one or two up until that point but had heard plenty of stories. Mainly those stories involved knives lodged in a convenient spot and dice, always dice. Therefore Thorny was quite confused. ‘I should be dead shouldn't I?’ he though. However, as the small band turned and walked away he quickly weighed the situation. ‘If they were going to kill me I would already be dead. If they know something about my garb then I will go for that alone. Maybe I can ease myself of some worry if I can learn of its last owner. Hopefully I won't run into any of his friends on the way.’

Having felt dismissed by them and really not knowing what to say yet anyway, Thorny silently joined them, keeping his axe in hand just in case it was a ruse.

The hobgoblins marched all day long and towards the afternoon Thorny’s feet started to tire a bit and he wondered about stopping for a break when they reached a fork in the road where theirs ended as it met an east-west road. They turned east and he noticed the mountains to the north getting closer. He was quite surprised that he didn't see them before and concluded that the trees had hid them. A little ways more and he could faintly see a large wooden building set into the side of the mountain. It looked like a three story structure that was half-in and half-out of the mountain. A flag flew on top of the building with the symbols of an axe and a bag on it. One of the hobgoblins pointed and said something but Thorny couldn't understand it. It was obvious, though, that this was where the Trollfighters were headed.

After another half-hour of marching along a well-worn path up the side of the mountain, Thorny saw the building directly in front of him. Off to the side he noticed a few additional things that weren't noticeable at a distance. There was a target range presumably for crossbows or longbows, a huge cave entrance and another building. Judging by the fact that music and very off-key singing drifted from the windows, he judged it to be a pub or tavern. He had no idea what was in the cave. The one thing that got his attention, though, was the fact that the doors all seemed to be ten feet tall, as though the building was made for extremely large folks. He also noticed quite a few hobgoblin soldiers standing guard around the place and one of them immediately came up to the Trollfighter's leader and started interrogating him.

The leader stood his ground and seemed to argue back just as strongly. During what Thorny believed to be an argument, the guard noticed human amongst the hobgoblins and seemed to forget his arguing. He stomped over to Thorny and started talking to the leader while pointing at him. The leader again barked back strongly and seemed to mention something to the guard that was hard to believe, because the guard shook his head and waved the group on. The Trollfighter leader gave a few commands and the group marched forward and into the building.

And what a building it was! The ceiling must have been twenty feet high! By the looks of it the first floor was the main entry area with large doorways leading to other areas. There were pictures hanging from the ceiling to show what was past each doorway. The left section showed a picture of different foods and basic supplies. The center doorway, and the largest, showed a picture of a weapons’ rack, while the right doorway showed a picture of a hobgoblin in full armor.

The Trollfighter leader gave the command to halt and started giving out orders. He seemed to assign each of the Trollfighters a task and they immediately headed off in different directions, some through the doorways and some back outside. The leader finally came around to Thorny and said, "Now we go see armor," and proceeded to step through the door with the weapons’ rack and into the armory.

At the same time they were going in, a particularly nasty looking humanoid walked out. Thorny hadn't a clue what it was, but anything seven feet tall, hairy, yellow, and with a snout like a bear wasn't something he wanted to mess with. As soon as it looked at Thorny, whatever hesitation he may have had of entering vanished immediately and he stepped through the doorway. The leader seemed to already be haggling with a small creature behind a counter. It reminded him of a cross between a rat, a dog, and a lizard. It was only three feet tall and was obviously standing on something behind the counter to be able to look over it.

The leader motioned Thorny forward and when he stepped to the counter the leader began taking off his chain mail. The kobold was now over in the corner digging around in a pile of assorted armors looking for something in particular. The leader commented, answering Throny’s questioning eyes, "He looking for your size".

Reluctantly Thorny took off his chain, despite the life and death struggle he had had in getting it, deciding that this was probably not the place to start a fight. Once he had the chain off, he looked around the room and saw different types of armor hanging from every available space on the wall. He also saw four hefty looking hobgoblin guards in the corner.

The kobold finally came back dragging some armor. Thorny quickly realized that it was not the same type of armor that he had just removed and started to protest but the heavy hands of the leader dropped the armor over his head and began strapping it on.

The fit was ok, but the smell made Thorny want to clean it up. While Thorny inspected the armor the leader haggled a bit more with the creature behind the counter and eventually dropped some gold coins on the counter. The leader then turned to Thorny and said, "Splint work out better than chain. You no worry about cost, I make money back when I bet on you tonight." The leader finished with a slap on Thorny’s shoulder that nearly sent the young warrior sprawling.

Thorny caught himself and reached for the rest of his gear. A glance over at the nasty little armorer revealed a nasty little grin that seemed to be directed at him. ‘I wonder if even his mother could ever really love something so vile,’ he wondered. ‘I'd bet that... A bet?’

The leader had already left and was headed over to the pub.

"Wait! Hold on, what's this about a bet?" Thorny exlcaimed and quickly followed after. He caught up with the leader only after the hobgoblin reached a table where the others were waiting.

"Figorous not show up until tonight. He come to games. Odds be really good on you. You win, and you make group lots of money," replied the leader as Thorny found a seat.

The rest of the Trollfighters at the table held their beers up to Thorny and toasted, though Thorny was not sure for what.

* * *

Tre-Llanna's wanderings took her to the north, where she came upon what looked like the beginnings of a town.  A she approached it though, it reminded her more of a fort than a town. As she neared the gates she noticed a hobgoblin leaving and quickly raised the hood of her cloak over her head. As she passed through the gates and observed the activity she was surprised to see that the majority of the inhabitants appeared to be hobgoblins, but a few humans were seen scattered around. Had she realized this earlier, she wouldn’t have bothered to enter, as elves were known to turn up missing when alone among hobgoblins. The hobgoblin clans had respected the demons that the elves had unwittingly released and had hoped that would gain power from them as well. She knew from recent experiences that the hobgoblins had not forgotten that primarily due to the elves they were sent back and still held a grudge against the elves for ruining their plans. Even though she wasn’t a full elf, of half elven blood and human blood and thus was much taller than an elf, her inherited elven ears were a dead give-away.

Tightening her cloak around her a little more, she composed herself and kept on going in a confident stride.

Thinking along the lines of most pickpockets, she headed to the nearest tavern. This was not hard to find as it was near the gates and she just followed the typical bar noises. She entered to find it boisterous and crowded, just as she suspected from the noises she could hear from the street. A few 'bumps' later and she was able to purchase a meal and drink. It was a rather boring cheap ale and potato stew, but she shrugged her shoulders and ate anyway.

As she ate, she listened around the room and pick up a few tidbits. It seemed that a person by the name of Figorous was looking for people to go on an information gathering expedition into the desert. Specifically, she heard them say that something has happened at the gnome citadel. She remembered the place and wondered what could possibly be the problem. The pay was evidently high, but no one wanted to go. After listening to one particularly drunk fellow, she figured out why. The other expeditions were heading to the citadel directly through the desert. Which was also directly through the deep desert and Hatori territory. She stifled a giggle at this stupidity, which caused the bartender to eye her curiously. She knew from previous trips that the easiest, and safest, trip was to simply follow the eastern mountains to the gnome outpost.

Realizing that this would be a good way to fill her pockets with much needed gold and to visit those happy little gnomes again, she decided to search of this Figorous. Her inquiries at the tavern, though, drew some unwanted attention. The local hobgoblins in the tavern started to jeer and harass her a bit but a cantrip of a bear's deep growl and a flash of light quickly quieted the tables down. Hobgoblins, she knew, were known to be suspicious of magic. Many a hobgoblin had died painfully because they didn't know that a weakling little man was actually a high level wizard. Strength was muscle to them and magic strength wasn't something that could be seen, until it was too late. This meant that most wizards received a wide berth by hobgoblins (or quick death if possible). Her little display of magic also hastened her exit from the tavern.

Once outside Tre-Llanna stopped, took a breath and shook her head.

‘Hobs,’ she thought to herself. ‘At least they're stupid.’

Continuing on she stopped a couple of the locals to ask direction to Figorous. Outside her inquiries were more fruitful. After asking a few people for directions, she discovered that Figorous evidently owned a trading post to the east of town and was known for hiring mercenaries for many odd jobs. Nodding to herself after the third person gave the same basic directions, she set her course for the east side of town and out through the east gates.

As the trading post was some ten miles outside the fort, Tre-Llanna picked up her pace so she could reach it before nightfall.

After a few hours of this brisk walk and when Tre-Llanna began wondering if she’d ever reach the hobgoblin infested trading post when she came upon a south-heading road branching off. From that direction she also heard the sounds of marching. Quickly, and without even thinking, she melted into the comforting shadows of the large trees alongside the road.

From her hidden position she watched as a large and well-muscled hobgoblin leading a motly group of hobgoblins came to the intersection and turned east, towards the trading post. As they past by she was able to see that they all had the insignia of a flaming torch somewhere on their armor or shields. All except one runt in the back wearing a chain armor that was clearly too big for him. Then Tre-Llanna’s sharp eyes noticed that he wasn’t hobgoblin after all, but human. Even though he was not tied up he was clearly not an original member of the group as the emblem on his armor was that of a bloody fist.

‘Noisy brutes!’ She thought. ‘You can smell them almost before you hear them. Wait a minute. What's this? Not a prisoner it seems, perhaps a green recruit? No, that doesn't feel right either.’

After they had passed Tre-Llanna stepped out of the shadows and followed them at a discrete distance. Sure enough, the troupe headed directly up the path to a very large log building built into the side of a mountain.

She stopped just at the edge of the forest and whispered to herself, “Thought so”.

She stood there for a couple of minutes surveying the area. As the land sloped upwards to the base of the mountain, she could see over a crude wall of rocks that protruded from each side of the mountain and narrowed down to the main entrance. At the end of each wall was a guard tower.
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The path wound its way past old tree stumps and a few boulders, but as it was beginning to get dark, it was hard to discern much more detail from her distance.

“Well, I walked all this way to see this Figorous character, might as well get on with it.”

Tre-Llanna stepped out of the forest and walked up the trail to the trading post. At about fifty yards from it a pair of meaty looking hobgoblins stepped from around the rocks and blocked her path. Both had splint mail, shields and battle axes. They spoke, in Goblin, "What you want here? If you're buying, show your gold first, or leave!"

Stopping at the sight of the hobs, Tre-Llanna took a breath and sighed. ‘Well, I didn't think it would be that easy to get in.’

Replying in goblin she said loudly, “Out of my way you louts! I'm here to see Figorous and I doubt he will like it very much if the two of you delay me any longer.”

She stood her ground, waiting to see how powerful this Figorous character was.

The pair of guards looked at each other and then stepped to the side. They didn't seem to be backing down, just letting her pass. As she passed by one of them said, "Figorous not like to do business until after the games. In cave, games on right, meeting room on left. Games start at dark. You can wait at pub, or shop in Main Post."

Tre-Llanna continued on towards the main entrance. Passing through the main entrance she saw two more guards and heard others conversing from inside the guard towers. Many more hobgoblins were loitering about the area.

A quick glance around revealed two large bonfire pits to her right and near what must be the pub. There was an archery range with human-like straw-stuffed dummies to her left. Directly ahead was what appeared to be the main trading post. And lastly, between the put and main post, a cave entrance into the mountain.

At that the door of the main building opened and the light from within spilled out revealing a troupe of hobgoblins coming up. It was the same that she had encountered and followed.

She headed for the pub and as she neared it, a seven-foot ugly creature came out the doors and headed over to the main building. She once more made sure her hood was secured over her head, as she didn’t want to risk someone accidentally dislodging it.

‘Should have time for a drink before the games start. Almost feel sorry for the poor saps playing their games. Ahh well, at least it's not me.’

She wound her way through the crowd and found a fairly empty place at the bar and in the goblin language, ordered an ale.

The bartender looked at the tall, hooded stranger funny-like, but due to the hood and shadows from the dancing lantern light and fireplace saw nothing amiss and brought a mug of ale just as a group of hobgoblins came in from outside. They wore the torch symbol.

Sipping the low quality goblin style ale Tre-Llanna overheard the conversations around her and was able to piece together the nature of the 'games' the guards had mentioned. It seemed that there were multiple events. The highlight was the monster fight where unlucky people got thrown into a pit with a creature of the week and given a dagger. So far, none had survived, but the betting was based on how long he would last anyway, so survival wasn't encouraged. Everyone was curious as to what the creature was going to be for that night.

Tre-Llanna’s attention was brought back once more to the Torch hobgoblins. They had found a table nearby and were now in an extensive and somewhat excited conversation with a kobold that had the look of a bookie for the upcoming events. They seemed to be betting heavily on someone for the opening fights. A deal was apparently made and they settled down for more drinks when in came what must have been the leader, followed by the human. As the reached the table a great amount of cheering erupted from the table and they kept giving the human beer and fighting hints. It was obvious that they have enrolled the human in one of the fights and were betting on him.

Tre-Llanna’s instinct told her that, as he was the only human she had seen here so far, the odds would be heavily against him, but the pay out would be pretty high if he actually won.

Smiling to herself under the hood she thought, ‘He looks like a creative sort of fellow. Might as well see if I can earn some 'honest' coin for a change.’

She discreetly checked the contents of her coin pouch and frowned at the slim pickings. When she could get the bookie’s attention, Tre-Llanna motioned him over to her.

The bookie walked over, eager for more bets.

Tre-Llanna quietly placed a bet on the human to survive, using her last three gold coins.

"Oh, he not in monster-fight. He only in stick-fighting at beginning. Though, usually he would be in monster-fight. Trollfighters enter him into stick-fight. They lose money in betting on him. Now you want to lose money too? Eight contestants so far. First round pay out is five-to-one against him. We see who he up against for second round before I set odds. You want to bet on round 1?”

“Stick fighting? Isn't that a little tame for this place? Anyway, yes I would like to place a bet on him to win. I think his friends will sufficiently motivate him to do well. If he doesn't, they'll probably use him for target practice.” At that, Tre-Llanna gave the bookie the three gold.

The bookie agreed with the hooded stranger, "Yeah, it is a bit lame. But Figorous uses it as a way to find someone to hire. It's just a warm-up to the real stuff and lets the merc groups strut their stuff. It's an easy way to make the games last longer and doesn't cost Figorous anything. Everyone likes betting on them too. Da, he's the bugbear from the Islands, has won the event three times in a row so far. The purse is only ten gold, but he just likes to beat on people anyway."

The kobold bookie then eyed the cloaked figure curiously, "It only costs two gold to enter, if you wanted to enter yourself? I could definitely get you good odds," he said as he seemed to scrutinize Tre-Llanna a bit more.

Tre-Llanna smiled to herself under the hood, “I prefer to watch a little first. I'll only be needing to make the bet, thank you.”

"I'll take your bet for the first round. You can come find me if for some weird piece of luck, your human makes it to the second round."

As the bookie walked away Tre-Llanna said to herself, ‘Hopefully the young lad won't disappoint me and I will need to search you out.’ She then leaned back on the bar, slowly sipping her ale and watching the room until it was time for the games to take place.

* * *

A beer was also brought for Thorny, and as he sipped, not daring to drink too quickly of the untested drink, finally was able to get a long look at the area he now found himself a part of. The dimensions of the place just seemed so out of whack with its huge doorways and the high ceiling, as it appeared that the majority of the occupants were hobgoblins, with a variety of other humanoids being represented as well, but none to fit the dimensions. One creature quickly caught his eye for the simple reason that the cloak it wore was clean. Thorny could not see it as it was shrouded in the cloak, but it was definitely tall and thin.

 In addition to this eerie feeling a single word burped into his mind.

"Uhmm...what...exactly...does a Trollfighter do?"

The leader laughed a little at the human. "Trollfighters are mercenary group. We get name from fighting trolls in the Western Hills. We very good at what we do, so we have lots of business."

The troupe then started up in a rousing fight song, which ended up in just the chorus being repeated a lot. After a few not-so-gentle nudges, Thorny quickly figured out the grunts and snarls that made up the chorus and joined in without much enthusiasm.

When the song was over, Thorny brought up the question about the ‘bet’ again.

"What's this about a bet then? You, you, what's your name again? I don't remember any discussion about a bet. And what is a Bloody Fist?”

The leader merely smiled and urged Thorny to join them in another drink. Thinking it might in fact soothe the blackness that was growing in his stomach, he grabbed the cup offered him and quaffed its contents. The band, sensing more enthusiasm than was intended, cheered him on and pressed another into his hand. Thorny had looked back into the crowd searching for the tall figure again while wiping the spilled contents from his face. The joyful assault interrupted his search and he soon forgot the stranger had ever been there.

‘What have I gotten myself into?’ he wondered.

A few more drinks later and a look out the doorway revealed dusk was nigh. The bartender announced something loudly and the Trollfighter's table almost exploded in a chorus of that same horrible fight song. Thorny was literally swept up and carried along out the door of the pub and around the corner. He was half-dragged, half-carried into a huge cave entrance where he could hear the roar of many creatures coming from further down the cave.

At one point the cave split to the left and right. Thorny barely saw a carving on the top of the twenty-foot ceiling that showed two crossed axes and an arrow pointing to the right. The Trollfighters carried Thorny that way, whooping and hollering the entire time.

The cave continued for a while and ended up opening out into a massive arena with a pit down in the center and two smaller pits in the back. Stone benches were carved in to the side of the arena and all manner of humanoids were sitting in various places. There were easily fifty to sixty creatures in the room. Some of them were absolutely huge! Thorny wondered if even the high ceiling was enough to keep their heads from scrapping the top of the cave when they came in. He also noticed a large number of hobgoblins and this time figured out that each group had some sort of emblem on either their equipment or clothing.
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note: red dots are hobgoblin guards.

Thorny was then led to a small alcove. The leader and two of his men took off his new armor and even his shirt! One of the Trollfighters took out a clay jar and with his fingers painted an orange flame on both his chest and back. He then grabbed something out of a pouch and smeared a brown streak below the flame to indicate the symbol of a torch. Thorny tried not to think about what the brown stuff might have been. The leader then pointed to a pile of different sized clubs, sticks and staves in the corner.

"Not a death fight. Only to subdue. Try not to kill. It will make them mad and then they put you in monster fight. What stick you want?"

Thorny looked around the arena and got a good look at some other creatures being 'readied' for battle. The leader pointed out each one, there were seven others: four hobgoblins; one short, squatty creature; and two humanoids who were over seven feet tall. The leader pointed to a hobgoblin with a red lightning bolt on his chest, "You paired up with Koper. Not worry, if you take down Bloody Fist, him be no problem. They not know this, so payout is five to one against you. You want to bet anything on you? Trollfighters bet a lot on you. We know you win!"

Still a bit flush with drink and finding himself half naked among the screaming fans, Thorny was a bit disorientated and had trouble taking everything in for a minute. However, now realizing it was an arena bout, and not a deadly one, he started getting caught up in the enthusiasm of the Torches.

‘Just a stick fight, eh? No problem and pass the beer’.  He considered the betting odds and realized that with five-to-one odds he could really come out well. He looked again at this Koper to see how he stacked up. The monsters in the corner worried him but they did say Koper would be easy enough. He figured the money from the first round should help ease the pain the others might dish out to his noggin and then some.

"Damn, what am I thinking. Alright! Twenty! I'll bet twenty that I will beat Koper," he said enthusiastically. Thorny pulled the coins out and reluctantly handed them over. He stuffed the purse back down into his breeches once it had been retied onto his belt.

The hobgoblin leader looked at the bag of coins given him and laughed, "You full of surprises today. I go place bet."

* * *

As the bartender announced that the games would begin shortly a large ruckus erupted from the pub and around Tre-Llanna. Those at the bar were heading out the door and many of those at the tables were heading towards the bar for last minute drinks. The bartender assistants immediately began pulling out from under the bar large clay mugs. Over the din she heard the bartender announcing that he had one-gallon clay mugs for sale to take to the games.

Tre-Llanna finished her drink and decided to pass on the large clay mug. With her bet on the human she had very few coins left. Besides, when in the company of hobs and worse, it was best to have your wits about you. With a little force, Tre-Llanna was able to get past the incoming crowd and join the outgoing crowd. As she made her way outside, she realized why, as several absent-minded patrons carrying the steel tankards were stopped as they passed the doors and the tankards, full or not, confiscated, to be returned to the bar.

Arriving at the arena, Tre-Llanna took up a spot close to the edge to get a good view of the matches. She looked over the competitors, sizing them up.

She picked out four hobgoblins easily enough and only one seemed to really know how to handle himself. Listening to her fellow spectators gave her the information on the others and all their names. It seemed that Offrut was the best of the hobgoblins. The bugbear was easy to pick out too, as he stood over seven feet and seemed several feet wide as well. He must be the one favored to win that the bookie had mentioned. To Tre-Llanna’s surprise she spotted a goblin in the contest as well. This would normally seem completely ludicrous, being only three and a half feet tall, but the locals felt that he would do well. A newcomer causing some speculation was a seven-foot tall gnoll from the mountains to the northwest. Nobody had seem him fight yet, but he looked quite strong and impressive, at least to hobgoblins. No one was taking the human seriously and that was one reason why the odds on him were so incredible. The human looked like he could stand toe-to-toe with some of the hobgoblins, but it could be a bit more challenging to stand up to the others.

She paid close attention to the human she had bet her last few coins on. She watched as he picked a stout looking staff and tried it out.

‘Well, it seems he knows what he's doing.’

She looked at the other fighters and sighed.

‘This isn't the first time I've bet on a long shot.’

Everyone was looking forward to the stick fights and Tre-Llanna noticed that most of the contestants were actively taunting the others and claiming to be the best. All except the human, who seemed to be a little bewildered, if not inebriated. It almost made her giggle at the machismo involved. Lots of puffing out of chests and bragging about strength. The insulting seemed as much a part of the contest as the actual fighting. The hobgoblin leader of the Torches seemed to be trying to keep the human out of those arguments. A wise move she thought, as it kept the human out of the limelight and the general opinion about him low, keeping the odds on him high. The hobgoblin leader of the Trollfighters struck Tre-Llanna as being very intelligent.


* * *

Thorny stretched his back and pulled the sweaty hair away from his eyes. He looked around to see what weapons the others had picked and choose one of his own. A long staff he thought would stand up against a hit from one of the brutes over there. He knocked it against the wall testing it for strength. Though it was a bit dirty from blood patches having dried on the ends, it seemed sturdy enough. A few swings revealed that it was a bit heavier than he liked, but then he figured that the extra weight should help give him a bit more 'oomph' to his swing.

As soon as Thorny had rejoined his group, the cheers seemed to increase and Thorny saw two scantily clad female hobgoblin strutting around the arena. They each held two wooden plaques with symbols etched in charcoal representing the contestants.  One looked much like the symbol painted on Thorny’s chest. As they passed by Thorny, they seemed to eye him heavily, leading some of the Trollfighters to snicker and nudge their ‘champion’ with their elbows. The two female hobgoblins seemed to be yelling at the audience and at a certain point they turned to look at the Trollfighters, who slapped Thorny on the back heartily, and yelled out "Glaph'na" and laughed heartily. The audience went wild at that point, motioning and cheering, pointing at ‘Torch Boy’, Tre-Llanna heard them call the human, and yelling out things like ‘Yer gonna git burned, little boy!’

Thorny could only guess the meaning of the word and smiled back at the spectators.

Suddenly Koper came charging out of his corner and Thorny then guessed the meaning of the word. Koper was yelling at the top of his lungs and poor Thorny didn't get his staff up in time. Koper smashed into Thorny's shoulder with his club about the time a gong sounded. Thorny, not used to fighting in an arena in front of all of those creatures, took the unexpected blow, though his reflexes quickly kicked in and Thorny returned the hit with a swipe to hobgoblin’s midsection with his staff.

The pain must have brought out Thorny's sense of self-preservation as he reacted a bit quicker from then on. As Koper stood back to get a better swing, Thorny smashed him in a downward swoop to the shoulder. This also gave Thorny the ability to effectively parry Koper's retaliation. And he did so, much to Koper’s surprise.

Tre-Llanna, having put a bet on the human, shouted words of encouragement in goblin as the human looked to be making a comeback.

Thorny kept the pressure up by swinging the staff at Koper again, but Koper ducked the maneuver and swung his club with both hands right into Thorny's gut. Thorny nearly doubled over from the hit and now felt extremely nauseous. Backing up a bit thorny took a deep breath to settle his stomach. He didn't have much time, though, because Koper reared back with his club and went low with another two-handed swing. Not really thinking about it at all, Thorny pulled the staff to his chest and stepped forward, negating Koper's wide swing and ending up with Koper's elbows smacking into Thorny's side rather ineffectually instead. With Koper literally having his body next to Thorny's, the hobgoblin tried in vain to step back. Having caught Koper without a defense, Thorny then used both hands and pushed the staff up and out with all of his strength. The horizontal staff bashed into the hobgoblin's nose, pushing Koper's head backwards. Koper fell to the ground with his nose bleeding heavily, but otherwise intact. Thorny, on the other hand, was still feeling the effects of the stomach hit and was doing his best not to throw up in front of the crowd. His shoulder was also still throbbing, but still moved ok.

When Koper did not get up the fight was over and Thorny was declared the winner.  The Trollfighters exploded with cheers and raced to grab the bookie, who was trying his best to hide amongst the crowded arena.

The crowd seemed a bit stunned at the unexpected results, grumbling slightly, and the only real cheering came from the laughter of one of the largest humanoid Thorny had ever seen sitting in the back and a tall and slim cloaked figure on the front row of the arena. He could only guess that these were the few who actually bet on him and most everyone else lost money when he dropped Koper.

Tre-Llanna smiled as the hob failed to get up, its nose bloodied. ‘So he wins, huh. That young human is full of surprises. Time to collect.’ And Tre got up to seek out the bookie. She waited until the Torch hobgoblins had their money before cornering the kobold, who reluctantly handed over thirteen gold coins and five silver ones.

“House always takes ten percent of winnings,” he said, trying to smile.

Tre-Llanna took the coins and went back to her seat to watch the remaining matches of the round.

Thorny made his way back to the corner where he had started and leaned up against the cave wall and tried to catch his breath. ‘That shot to my shoulder was bad enough, what will happen if I come up against the bugbear? Don't think about that, don't think, don't think...’ Thorny mused as he gently rubbed his bruised shoulder.

Soon the Trollfighters’ leader came back with the rest of the crew and they all greeted him with another rousing chorus of the same fight song from earlier and patting him on the back and giving him a good friendly shake. Fortunately, despite the boisterousness, they managed to avoid Thorny’s red, throbbing shoulder.

As there were more fights planned, the Trollfighters found a seat in the stands and together they watched the next bouts.

The next ones up were another hobgoblin by the name of Denba, and Yurtbo, a gnoll, a hyena looking humanoid that towered over the hobgoblin.

The gnoll and hobgoblin circled each other trying to assess the other. Both made a half-hearted swing to see what the other would do and both missed their. Yurtbo seemed satisfied with his assessment and made a wide side-ways swing, hitting Denba in the shoulder with enough force for the crowd to hear a good 'whump'. Denba grimaced but nevertheless retaliated with a good smash of his own into Yurtbo's leg. Yurtbo stumbled a bit with the pain and Denba took full advantage of it with another powerful swing, hitting the gnoll in the hip with an audible sound of wood on bone. Yurtbo growled deep and bared his fangs and with an incredibly strong overhand swing connected with Denba's shoulder again. The shoulder dislocated and Denba passed out from the pain.

Yurtbo was declared the winner and once again there was a mad rush for the bookie, even though the outcome had been predicted fairly accurately this time.

As the arena was cleared of the unconscious hobgoblin, the two female hobgoblins came out again announcing the next bout. It would be between Furken Ti, a goblin, and Offrut, another hobgoblin.

Even for a goblin, Furken Ti was short. He stood at a full height of only three and a half feet tall. Most goblins got to be about four feet. No one seemed to make fun of this, though, and in fact, Furken Ti had his own goblin cheering section. Six goblins sat on the front row yelling for Offrut to surrender. Offrut just threw sand at the goblins and laughed.

When the gong sounded, both opponents wasted no time in charging each other. Furken Ti literally leapt into the air a full foot and swung his club hard at the ribs of the hobgoblin and getting a solid hit. Offrut grimaced but took an overhand swing, his club solidly thudding into the back of the goblin, sending him rolling past the hobgoblin's back. Offrut turned to see the goblin roll into a standing position and swing his club upward in a single motion as the hobgoblin spun around quickly to attack the goblin. The goblin’s heavy club, though, was already connecting into the hobgoblin's crotch with more force than one would have thought possible from a goblin. The entire crowd cringed as the goblin's sturdy club connected into the larger opponent's groin and lifted him up slightly into the air. The crowd then went silent as the hobgoblin crumbled to his knees and then fell to the side, clutching himself and whimpering. Furken Ti then strutted around the arena much to the glee of the other six goblins and was declared the winner.

* * *

Kao-Raq had been awake for some time now and he had fully recovered his memory as to what had happened, although he wasn’t sure how many days ago it had been. He had been heading east towards the desert in hopes of meeting up with a caravan when he had been ambushed by several large bugbears. Having fought hard and wounded a couple of them he had though it was a fight to the death, but they hadn’t killed him after all but beat him into unconsciousness. He awoke horrified to find himself locked in a cage, like an animal, and striped of all his armor and weapons, with only his trousers and boots. There were other cages around with varied occupants, all humanoid, which disgusted Kao-Raq even more. Why hadn’t they just killed him as opposed to make him suffer such disgrace? Paladins should be treaded better than this, death being an honorable end in combat.

A day of stench and dreadful foul smelling food later and he knew where he was. He had been sold by the bugbears to someone called Figorous at a trading post, the very one he had been cautioned to stay away from! Not only that, it seemed that Figorous had slated him out for the Pit Fights. This was a fight that pitted man against beast. It was not a fair fight and the side bets were always about how long the unlucky sod would survive before he got killed, not ‘IF’ he got killed, as that was a given already.

All this information came from his kobold jailers, which happened to know enough common, and who mockingly mentioned to Kao-Raq that if he survived, he actually would get to go free! This had never happened, so it was told with great sarcasm.

This had been several days ago and now his cage had been moved close to the entrance to what Kao-Raq reckoned to be an arena. He could hear the roars of the crowd and what sounded like people beating on each other with wood. This was the stick-fighting the kobolds had told him about and his kobold guards seemed to be more interested in the fights than in taunting him and hadn’t looked in his direction for quite some time.

Kao-Raq looked carefully around his cage and studied his jailers. He had been humbled by his capture, but he worshiped a humble goddess and drew strength from humility. He must find a way to escape before they forced him into battle! For it was unholy to fight beasts for the sport of others, and he was very uncomfortable without his shirt on. ‘No doubt there will be women in the audience,’ he shuddered.

"Umaria guide my escape!" he prayed, as he lay on the floor with his hand flat over the dagger he was suppose to use against the chosen beast. He then willed his breath slower. He had used this skill as part of his meditation, bringing himself closer to his goddess. Now he would use it to lure his vile tormentors unsuspectingly into his cage. Comatose but still aware semi-aware of his surroundings, he waited for one of the kobolds to investigate, and hopefully open the door.

Kao'Raq’s breathed deeply and exhaled a few times then appeared to not breathe at all. The Kobolds were actually still too wrapped up in the games to care about Kao, but after the goblin won the match the two jailers turned to celebrate the short creature's victory. In doing so one of the kobolds noticed that the prisoner wasn't moving. He barked at the other kobold and both moved a few steps closer to the cage. Their chitter got a bit more nervous as they talked amongst themselves. The second kobold got the idea to grab a long stick nearby and poked Kao through the cage.

Kao didn't move.

The kobold brought the stick up higher and slammed it down on Kao-Raq's stomach.

Despite the intense pain of a cracked rib, Kao-Raq still didn’t move.

The kobolds got very anxious over this and the first kobold took off at a dead run while the first round of games finished up. The second jailer continued poking the Kao with the stick, through the cage bars, trying to see if he still could somehow get the human to budge.

A few minutes later a very annoyed hobgoblin appeared led by the kobold, who was pointing at the caged human. The kobold was going on about something and when they reached the cage then the hobgoblin took the stick away from the other kobold guard and with a far more aggressive swing, the hobgoblin smacked the stick into Kao's stomach!

Kao's eyes rolled to the back of his head as he nearly passed out, a broken rib now for sure, but outwardly no sign of the pain showed, maintaining his discipline and praying for Umaria’s guidance in his timing.

The hobgoblin watched intently for a few more seconds and then began yelling loudly at the two kobolds and swung a fist at the closest one. The kobolds scattered and ran for the exit. The hobgoblin jailer then bellowed something down the cave.

Two seconds later another hobgoblin guard appeared, quite unhappy at having to leave his post close to the games. The hobgoblin jailer said something to the guard and the guard nodded his head and headed deeper into the cave. The hobgoblin jailer then unlocked the cage door, grabbed Kao-Raq’s inert leg and began to drag the body out.

Kao-Raq had been ready to attack the kobolds if they had entered the cage, but as it was a hobgoblin pulling him out, he was content to be dragged to the dead body dump, a place he hoped he could escape from when things settled down.

As the hobgoblin jailer proceeded down the corridor, the noise of the games receded until they almost died away completely, now replaced by the growls and snarls of the animals to be used in the Pit Fights. The jailer then stopped and started struggling with Kao’s well-polished ridding boots!

Throughout all this, Kao managed to hold on to his dagger unnoticed. Evidently the jailers were not too worried about dead men carrying daggers. Kao'Raq winced at the barbarity of feeding dead humans to wild beasts and vowed one day to put an end to the evil in that place. But first he must escape and return to his quest!

* * *

As the ‘boos’ died down, however, Tre-Llanna heard a raised voice coming from one of the entrances by the arena. The yelling went something along the lines of, "You @#$$@$%,!@$@#$, lousy, %$@#$, little, &^$#@#$#. How could you let the human die right before the match! Some bunch of &^#%^#$%^$##%&(#!@!@ you are!"

She also heard the squeak of a smaller creature meeting the fist of the hobgoblin. As she leaned over the side to see what was going on, she noticed a hobgoblin telling another hobgoblin guard to go and try to find another prisoner to throw into the arena. The guard nodded and then headed deeper into the cavern.

Tre-Llanna then saw the hobgoblin turn to a cage on wheels and proceeded to unlock it. Swinging the cage door open he proceeded to drag a limp human body out of the cage. The body was approximately six feet tall, 180 lbs, with long black curly hair. He wasn’t wearing a shirt and she could only assume that he was meant to be in the monster fights.

‘Poor sod, but he's probably luckier this way. Wonder if they'll have to delay the fight? Hope not, the sooner these games are done the sooner I can meet Figorous and be on my way,’ Tre-Llanna mused.

As the female hobgoblins sauntered out again announcing the next fight, it occurred to Tre-Llanna that the human was wearing very nice riding boots. Most of the people who wore boots of that type and quality were nobility or cavalry of some sort, like knights and cavaliers. Everyday artisans and farmers didn't wear that type of boot. She filed that tidbit of knowledge away in her memory.

The next fight was to be Da, a bugbear, against Jihg, another hobgoblin.

The crowd grew loud as Da stepped into the arena. He stretched his rippling muscles and swung his club a few times to show his opponent just what to expect. The wide-eyed hobgoblin tried his best to look macho but it was very obvious that he was intimidated. A few of the bugbears in the crowd yelled out things like ‘try not to kill this one’ and ‘do you think he will bleed a lot?’

The gong started the fight off and in two steps Da had crossed the intervening space and swung his club with considerable strength at the hobgoblin. Jihg barely managed to duck, the club brushing the hair on the back of his head as it passed. Jihg took the opportunity to swing his club into Da's knee and did so successfully, judging by the roar that escaped Da’s surprised lips. While still in close, Jihg poked straight out with his club and got the Bugbear in his left eye as well. Jihg then got a bit cocky from his two hits and failed to dodge Da’s swing that connects with his mid-section. Jihg struggled for breath and was just barely able to poke that same injured eye. Da's concentration lapsed at the second jab of pain to his eye and his own swing went wide.

Da recovered however and decided on a game-winning tactic. He swung hard connecting with Jihg's shoulder with a solid hit and then started a spin to gain momentum. Jihg struk with all of his might and made a truly impressive hit on the bugbear's midsection that the crowd could appreciate. Unfortuntely it did not stop the bugbear's spin and when the club connects with the hobgoblin's head, it knocked him off his feet, back two yards. Gasps were heard and some in the crowd whispered, wondering if the hobgoblin would survive the hit. Jihg was quickly dragged out of the arena and Da was left gripping his club and grinning through foul yellow teeth.

Thorny had watched this fight with keen interest and as Da was declared the winner the butterflies returned to his stomach and he had a feeling that parts of him would soon be stuck to the end of that club too. If he was going to run he should have done so already.  If felt wrong not to at least try.

Thorny’s musings were interrupted as those vivacious hobgoblin women sauntered back out into the arena to announce the next set of parings. It would be Furken Ti against Torch Boy, as Thorny was being called, and Da against Yurtbo.

Tre-Llanna, seeing that Torch Boy’s new opponent was the goblin, took five gold coins of her winnings and finding the bookie again, placed a new bet on the human for the next round of stick-fighting.

She found that this time the odds were not as good as before, but still high enough to be worth the risk. She made it back to her seat in time to see the two pair up.

Thorny stretched his sore arm out to prepare himself and told the Trollfighter leader, "Take twenty gold from my winnings and place it for me to win again, assuming anyone will take the bet this time. And just for luck put me down for five gold on Yurtbo."

The Trollfighters leader jingled a large pouch with coins and said, "You got ninety gold from the bookie, house takes ten percent of winnings. I put twenty on you and five on Yurtbo. You still got a bunch left. The bookie not make same mistake twice. He only give two-to-one odds on you this time. Yurtbo has same odds against Da. Trollfighter's ALL make money on first fight," he finished with a wide toothy grin.

‘The Goblin was fast. This might be tricky,’ he told himself as he took his spot opposite the goblin.

The gong sounded and Furken launched himself at Thorny.  The small goblin charged across the arena and easily ducked under Thorny's defenses and swung his club at Thorny's lead leg and connected quite hard, sweeping the legs out from under Thorny. Thorny, flat on his back, struggled to get his staff up for protection as Furken Ti tried to take advantage of his downed opponent and went for a powerful overhand swing. Thorny held his staff up with both hands and the club smacked down heavily upon it, thankfully not connecting with Thorny's face. In an expert maneuver, Thorny then twirled the staff and knocked the wind out of Furken in the process, who now staggered back, spinning his club in a parrying motion, to try and regain his breath.

This allowed Thorny to get to his feet and even press the attack, but to no avail, as Furken recovered rather quickly and defended himself. Furken then swung for Thorny's midsection, but Thorny twirled the staff again and stepped back at the same moment, managing to actually dislodge the club from Furken's grasp! The club fell at his feet and as Furken quickly grasp the club again he got a sharp snap from the staff on his back in return.

Both opponents then circled each other and make ineffectual swings. Thorny went for a short stab at the chest with the end of the staff but didn't get much 'oomph' into it. Furken went for an overhand swing but was blocked by Thorny.

A few more moments of circling and Thorny swung the staff at Furken’s ribs. Furken ducked the swing and the fight seemed to suddenly be viewed by Thony in slow motion. He could see the goblin change his grip on the club and stick his lead foot inside Thorny's own leg. Thorny desperately tried to twirl his staff, but Furken was already unleashing his dreaded underhand swing. The muscles on the goblin's shoulder seemed to bunch up and slowly release their strength during the swing. The club was brought up between Bertram's legs and Thorny's face twisted in an unmistakable look of horror as the wood connected with his groin.

The entire arena gasped at the sight. Uncharacteristic sympathy went out for the human, as Furken Ti's club drove the match-winning swing upward. The crowd went silent as Thorny's body crumples to the ground and several Trollfighter's rushed out to pick up the limp form. Furken Ti puffed out his chest again and walked around the arena as the goblin cheering section went wild.

Tre-Llanna unleashed an explosive torrent of expletives in goblin, more because of the haughty goblin’s attitude than for real anger at him having beaten Torch Boy. Things quieted down quickly enough, though, and she settled back again to watch the remaining bouts. She decided not to bet on any of the other games, the fun had gone out of it. After all, what did she care if a bunch of goblins and such beat the snot out of each other? Besides, one look at the bookie and it was quite evident he was much happier this time around and she wasn’t going to spent any more of her precious coins for his happiness.

She spared a glance at the bench where the still unconscious human had been brought to and stretched out on. She shook her head at what that must have felt like.

None of Trollfighters seemed in the least bit angry that he lost the match. All anger at having lost a few gold drifted away at seeing the punishment Thorny had taken in the arena. Also, none of them had bet as heavily on the second match as they had on the first. They continued to watch the games and let Thorny slowly recover consciousness.

As Da and Yurtbo entered the arena it was quite evident that the crowed anticipated Da to be the victor.

The two went for each other unceremoniously. Yurtbo swung low and connected with a hard blow to Da’s stomach. Da grimaced but actually took the hit in order to rear back with an incredible overhand hit to Yurtbo's shoulder. The crowd could hear the shoulder dislocate and Yurtbo howled with the pain. Somehow Yurtbo continued to stand and face Da, though. Da grinned maliciously and started his now famous spin. Yurtbo's shoulder offered only a mild swing and didn't even manage to connect with Da. Da finished his swing and a sickening crunch was heard as wood connected with bone. The impact was so hard the club snapped at the grip. Yurtbo was slammed several feet to the side and landed in a heap on the ground.

In two swings Da had defeated the large gnoll and he paraded around the arena waiting for the crowd to acknowledge his greatness. The crowd obliged as they roared with delight at the win.
Despite the commotion at Da’s victory, Tre-Llanna, still half attentive to the entry way, heard a new sound from that direction. A guard was trying his best to stuff another prisoner into a cage. No doubt, he was the replacement for the human they had dragged off earlier.

As her eyes wandered down the hallway again, she saw a cloaked figure keeping to the sides of the corridor as he walked towards the arena. Cloaked figures were normal around there, but as the figure strode along, torchlight glinted off the well-polished riding boots. Another glance at the guard showed that he was almost finished with the prisoner.

* * *

Kao-Raq quickly brought himself out of his deep meditative state by taking a couple of deep breaths. As Kao-Raq’s beautiful riding boot popped off the jailer seemed quite satisfied with himself and eyed the boot greedily. Then he turned to retrieve the other boot, but instead of finding the very same body he had been looting laying immobile, it was standing in front of him brandishing a dagger! Astonished, he immediately grabbed for the club on his belt but the human was faster and slashed a deep wound on the hobgoblin's chest. The hobgoblin growled madly and lifted the club for an overhand swing with both hands. Kao'Raq dove in and buried the dagger to the hilt in the hobgoblin's chest before he could bring the club down. The jailer gurgled something then fell to the ground and gasped a last breath of air then lay still.

Kao-Raq held the dagger to the jailer’s throat while he verified that he was really dead. He would never forgive himself for being fooled by the jailer the same way he had just fooled him! When he was sure the humanoid was dead, he whispered a few holy words and drew Umaria's Watchful Eye on the hobgoblin's chest with his finger. There was always hope for repentance.

With the jailer dead and no one else approaching, Kao-Raq then searched him. Unfortunately the jailer wasn’t wearing any armor, just a vest and pants held up by a leather belt. On the belt was a set of keys and two small pouches. The first pouch contained a pair of dice and three wolves’ teeth. The second pouch held fourteen silver coins, nine copper ones, and a thin gold ring.

Kao stripped the jailer and put on his vest, pants and belt, as well as the pouches, placing the ring on his finger. The clothes, if one could call them that, fit, although a little loosely. The hobgoblin had been a little more stout than Kao. While he did so he looked around the room.

It was a rather plain room with a cell built into the side of the mountain. Next to it was a small stairway that looked like it led twenty feet up to the top of the cage to allow someone to feed the animals within without having to open the cage. And the cage housed three very large wolves, which seemed, to Kao-Raq, to look at him far too intelligently to be just normal wolves. They growled menacingly and paced the cell, which was littered with bones, probably from victims as Kao had meant to be.

Kao-Raq had heard of wolf-beasts being used by the goblin-kind and risked a moment to use his ability to sense evil on the wolves. Kao stood solemnly in the room and for a full minute concentrating on the wolves in the cage. Their aura was jet black and it was easy to understand that they were evil. Since normal animals did not show good or evil in a moral sense, these creatures were far more than mere wolves.

In the room, hanging on a wall was also a large cloak and large sack. Dumping the contents of the sack revealed a small leather belt (looked to be child-sized), a small pair of sandals, a small vest, and a short sword. He scooped the items back into the sack except the short sword, with he stuck in his belt, and took the cloak, wrapping it around himself. He quickly realized that the cloak was infested with fleas but shrugged the uncomfortable itch away, as it was better to be concealed uncomfortable than stick out like a sore thumb.

There was another club hanging on the wall as well. Next to this was a sturdy wooden table with two chairs. On the table was a metal plate and a dirty tankard. On the other side of the table was a metal ring imbedded in the wall with a length of chain attached. Attached to the chain and coiled on the floor was a length of rope and a collar at the end.

Thinking that some rope could come in handy too, he cut the collar off and removed it from the chain, then stuffed it into the sack.

A quick glance around the room again revealed nothing else so Kao-Raq peaked back down the corridor he had been drug down. Still no one else seemed to be venturing down his way. Breathing a sigh of relief, Kao-Raq said a prayer to Umaria, asking for some relief from the pain in his ribcage then placed his hand on his bruised side. A warm glow briefly passed from his hand to his side and the pains eased a little and he breathed easier.

Gathering up the sack he headed back out of the room and started down the hallway.  It was dark but at the far end there was the torch and the cage he had been in. As he moved on down the hallway he stayed close to the wall and moved cautiously. His caution seemed to pay off as he reached the halfway mark. He heard some scuffing, grunting, and pitiful moaning coming from a corridor entering to his left. Within seconds to figures came around the corner, one large and dragging the other smaller one. Fortunately they turned left and headed towards the cage.

The new prisoner was putting up a good struggle as the guard tried to stuff him into the cage and Kao-Raq eased his way to the corridor branch and peeked around the corner. It was also dark but a light shined through an entryway halfway down and to the right, and torches lit the end, about a hundred feet away, where Kao saw two more hobgoblins standing guard.

Had he his armor and sword he would put an end to this evil, but deep in his heart he also knew that his capture and escape was a test for him, a battle between empowering humility and debilitating vanity.

The hobgoblin guard was starting to have some success at stuffing a scrawny hobgoblin into his old cage. So, with the hobgoblin guard’s back to him, the human escapee quickly crossed the intervening space, squeezing past the struggling guard, to the entrance to the arena area and peeked inside before going in.
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Straight ahead the path lead to the combat area, straddled by the sides of the bleachers. The bleachers slopped downwards to the front leaving just a few feet between the first bench and the combat area and everyone seemed very intent on the fight.

The fight then suddenly ended and in the ensuing commotion Kao-Raq slipped into the stands and found a seat.

Intrigued by the reappearance of the booted man, Tre-Llanna discretely kept an eye on him as he worked his way into the bleachers. ‘Huh, not so dead after all. This could prove more interesting than the games,’ she thought.

Once in the stands Kao'Raq paused to survey his surroundings and look for the easiest path out. He realized he attracted attention as he could hear noises that sounded much like chuckles, and from the looks he got in his direciton he assumed they were at his expense. But, he took pride in not being able to blend in with the dregs around him. His outward smile radiated his confidence, for he knew that bullies such as those there preferred to pick on the obviously weak rather than the strong. Not used to being laughed at, he concluded that it was the flies swarming around him that had amused the humanoids around him. ‘Perhaps it is best that they find me funny rather than frightening,’ he convinced himself.

Tre-Llanna got a better look at the cloaked figure with the riding boots as he found a place in the stands. The figure smiled confidently and was quite a strikingly handsome fellow. She doubted that he would ever be overlooked in a crowd such as this. He was definitely not skilled at keeping a low profile as she had done. And it was obvious that even covered up and in a dingy cloak he stood with a straight back and proud posture that betrayed his dismal clothing. The odds of him getting past the several sets of guards without assistance looked very slim. As she observed a few more moments she saw the odds get worse when the group of hobgoblins nearby start talking about how ugly he was in goblin. Everyone in the stands snickered, but the human obviously doesn't speak goblin or he would have known that they were talking about him. And that, she knew, would be very bad for him if a guard asked him something and he couldn't answer. Things would get ugly very fast.

Tre-Llanna sighed to herself. ‘I must be crazy getting involved in this,’ she thought as she made her way over to the human, keeping her hood up. She came up behind him without him noticing and whispered in common “Follow my lead if you want out of here”.

Hoping he was smart enough to follow, she headed for the exit, walking steadily and with purpose. Her stride and posture conveyed that she was supposed to be here and that no one had better get in the way.

Startled by the whispering female voice just behind him, Kao-Raq at first could only watch the cloaked figure confidently stride towards the exit. He quickly reasoned that anyone speaking common, without the heavy accent typical of humanoids, and female at that, was worth a risk to follow. And had he not prayed to Umaria for guidance? It seems she had provided a guide, and a woman at that, to teach him yet another needed lesson in humility.

As she wound her way through the stands Kao-Raq nearly jumped up in his excitement to follow her. As he followed in her path she made through the stands, aware of the crowd starring at him as he brushed and elbowed his way forward, he was conscious of how much it bothered him that a woman would help him escape, which was Umaria's intent of course. Umaria's teachings of humility and equality did not support the attitudes toward women that had been ingrained in him as a child. Still, he would have felt much more comfortable rescuing her!

Tre-Llanna lead the human through the arena stands to the south stands doorway. She exited the arena and stepped out into the hallway, the human not far behind. By using the stands, she had effectively bypassed two sets of guards.

Tre-Llanna paused for the human to catch up and with one last look back into the arena she saw the two lovely hobgoblin women strutted their stuff once again while announcing the final battle in the Stick Fighting competition. Tension was running high and everyone was quite curious as to the outcome of the match between Da and Furken Ti. Tre hated to miss the fight as well, but, ‘Oh well…’ she thought as the cloaked human faced her with a wide grin.

Turning back to the hallway Tre looked around. There was a single hobgoblin guard next to a door directly south of them. He didn't say anything, but merely eyed them suspiciously. The two guards by the southwest entrance to the area were more vocal, though. In goblin, the first guard hollered, “Hey you two, why you not stay and watch games?”

Tre-llanna replied in goblin “The games? Bah! I've lost enough money on them tonight.” She then looked back at the human and quietly said ‘mute’ to him then turned back to the guards. In goblin again she added, “I wouldn't waste your time waiting for him to answer. Poor bastard's a mute, born dumb he was.” She looked back at him and smiled as she finished, “but he does have his uses.”

Under his oversized cloak, Kao'Raq's free hand had slid towards the short sword when the guards addressed them in the devil-spawned tongue. When his guide responded in kind he felt joy in being humbled, 'Of course Umaria would have foreseen this. Praise her all seeing eyes.’

The guard looked Kao up and down, “Yeah, I guess he DOES look kinda dumb now that you mention it. You might want to keep him on a leash next time.”

The guard had accepted the slave ruse, to Tre-Llanna’s contentment, as slavery wasn't uncommon there, and waved her on, “Should have bet on Da, everyone knew he was going to win.”


Tre-Llanna then headed away from the arena, waving to the human to follow. “Come on slave, time to leave.”

Kao-Raq’s stomach knotted up at being addressed as a slave, but he remained muted and followed along, reminding himself of a mantra taught to him long ago, 'The holy are humble. The holy are humble. The holy are humble. The holy are humble....' 


* * *

Da and Furken Ti then stepped out into the arena and the gong sounded.

Furken immediately raced towards Da, a tactic that had proven successful in the past, and his momentum gave his hit on Da a good deal of power as the club struck Da on the thigh. Da didn't waste any time in returning the favor as he too struck Furken. It was only a glancing blow and Furken spun to the side and dodged Da's next overhand strike fairly easily. With Da in an awkward position, Furken was then able to do an excellent double hit on Da's shoulders.

Da spun around and fainted to strike at Furken but his intent was to go into his famous spin. Furken took the bait just like all of the others and seeing the bugbear’s guard seem to drop, Furken scored a very impressive hit on Da's mid-section. But Da's momentum carried his club in an awesome arc to connect with Furken's head. Furken sailed ten feet across the arena landing in a crumpled heap. Da raised his club as a sign of his victory.

The hobgoblin women then sauntered around the arena carrying a wooden bowl filled with gold coins. This was the purse for the event and the bowl held fifty gold coins.

* * *

Tre-Llanna and Kao'Raq traveled southwest down the tunnel until they came to the point where the arena tunnel joined with the other tunnel towards the cave entrance. Tre-Llanna stepped a few feet into the unused tunnel on the other side and slipped into a shadow in the side of the tunnel walls. The 'slave' Kao followed her into the opposite tunnel. At the top of the arched entrance a sign that showed two hands shaking marked the tunnel. Tre-Llanna had heard that Figorous was supposed to make his deals somewhere down the tunnel but she figured that as long as the games were going on it would be rather deserted for a while yet and probably safer than trying to bypass the guards at the entrance just yet.

Kao'Raq was disappointed by the seemingly endless complex of tunnels. He yearned to get out in the open where he could continue on his quest. Fortunately, his guide seemed to know her way around, and had led them to a quiet spot.

Once sure that no one followed he introduced himself with a deep bow. "I am Kao'Raq, one of the Watchfull. I thank you for your guidance and pledge by my honor to repay your kindness when next I return to this place. Now, however I must hasten back upon my quest and would be further in your debt if you could do me the courtesy of pointing me in the right direction."

“I can point you in the right direction but if I do I won't tell you my name. That way when you are recaptured by the half a dozen guards at the gate you can't betray me.” She then looked around again to make sure they were still alone. “Your best bet would be to find yourself a nice hidey hole for a bit. I have some business to conduct after the games but then I'm leaving. We can use the same slave ruse to get past the gate guards.”

“Hiiiide?” Kao'Raq repeated, his tongue lingering on the word as one who had learned a new word and was unsure of its pronunciation. “Me?” he added, his features betraying a struggle to understand what seemed so obvious to his new guide.

“Umaria's sight is clearly with you, but to hide from a measly half dozen guards...,” he stopped in mid sentence, letting out a soft, self-chastising grunt. He continued with a humbler tone, “Forgive me for my self-concern, good lady, for it has blinded my to my immediate duty. Blessed though you are, my honor will not allow me to allow you to make your way unprotected in this wretched den of evil. I will accompany you in the...'slave'... guise until the time comes to leave.” Then, before Tre could respond, he remarked, “Slaves are humble, are they not?” and seemed somewhat more content with the situation.

Tre-Llanna took a deep breath and exhaled it slowly. Thinking to herself ‘Great, another holy one. Give me strength,’ she turned to face the human, letting her hood fall back, revealing a fairly attractive young woman with shoulder length brown hair.

“Look, I'm a big girl. I've been looking after myself for over twenty winters now. I'm in this 'wretched den of evil', as you called it, to meet a man about a job. I don't need you and your honor mucking up the works. Besides, I'm not entirely unprotected.”


* * *

Thorny missed most of the rest of the games but awakened around the last game. He awakened without awareness of having done so with the noise of the crowed somehow staying in the background of his foggy mind. After long minutes in blank study of the cavern ceiling he finally roused himself up.

The crowd nearby was now very engrossed in the last Pit Fight game and was oblivious to Thorny’s plight when, trying to get up, promptly plopped to the ground from the stone bench that had been his perch. Needles of pain shoot into him from the location of his match-ending wound. For the moment little could be done but to stifle a groan as best he could and to curl up into a ball on the floor as he clutched his knees.

When the most immediate pain had passed Thorny managed to place himself back upon the bench, sitting this time. His eyes slowly focused on hid surroundings and noticed that a fight was still going on. But more importantly, he noticed a large sack on the floor next to the bench. A quick peak inside the sack revealed that it contained all his belongings.

Thorny looked back up to see that the Trollfighters’ leader also noticed that he had gained consciousness. The hobgoblin held up a money pouch for a moment then tossed the heavy pouch full of the gold from Thorny’s winnings.

“You earned that with pain. Leave that symbol on your chest and no one here will mess with you tonight. You might want to go get yourself a stronger drink than ale. I heard a rumor that Figorous was looking for people to go on a mission for him. He will probably be in the other section of the cave in an hour when the games are through. I will be there to try and find work for the Trollfighters. You can meet me there in an hour. They are about to start the monster fights.”

Thorny nodded and tried to grin. As he glanced back towards the arena to watch the end of the last fight a slight commotion in the stands distracted him and he subconsciously glanced into the stands to see what was going on. It seemed a human was making his way through the stands. A rather handsome fellow despite the dingy cloak he wore. Then he noticed that the human was following the same slim cloaked figure that had sat behind him and had cheered him on earlier. As Thorny watched, the two headed to the south entrance to the arena. He could see that some of the spectators were starting to give the human a hard time.

‘Another human in this place? Maybe I should check this out,’ he mused.

Thorny gathered up his belongings, opting not to put his shirt back on as the broken skin on his shoulder would make the shirt stick to his skin and add to the pain when taking it off when finally having it looked at. The heavier money pouch did bring a smile to his lips though. He wondered how much he had come away with but decided to count it later and at a safer place.

He slung his bow and quiver over his good shoulder and headed for the nearest exit. Hoots and hollers at his back indicated the fight was over. Not caring who won, he didn’t even bother turning back.

As Thorny passed the hobgoblin guards on his way through the hallways they nodded and said something in goblin. Thorny didn’t understand any of it but got the impression it had something to do with the fight and just returned the nods. It occurred to him that he was getting more respect here than he ever had been given back home!

As Thorny approached the southern exit he caught a glimpse of the two talking to a guard but as he was about to pass the exit a throng of humanoids came pushing its way out into the hallway. Thorny recognized the bookie in the middle of the throng and as he squeezed his way out of the mess he presumed that it had to do with the last fight or the next fight. He remembered hearing something about monster fights and with a shudder he tried to clear his mind of what nightmarish thing that could be.

Turning back to the hallway he looked for the hooded person and the tall human but the pair were no longer in sight.

As there really was only one way to go, Thorny kept on going straight, confident he’d run into them sooner or later. As he left the arena behind, he left the noise, and most of the light as well. It occurred to him that that made sense, as most of these creatures needed very little light to see by, if any, anyway. However, after rounding a curve, ahead of him a torch flickered, it’s light marking an intersection with another branching corridor.  The two entered the light and turned down the new path.

Thorny hurried forward but when he heard muffled voices coming from around the bend, he slowed down and crept a little closer.
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Note: green dot is Thorny, blue dots are Tre and Kao.

* * * 

Kao'Raq was baffled by the irritation he sensed from the young woman. He had been cordial and honorable and most definitely humble. Something else must be weighing upon her he thought. 'A job' he recalled, concluding that 'She has need of money!'

“Perhaps this will help,” he said offering her his money pouch, which, to the best of his memory, contained a total sum of fourteen silver and nine copper pieces in it. As he did so he saw the thin gold ring upon his finger. He had intended to keep it as a memento of his ordeal but knew in his heart that she needed it more than he. Besides, the wolf teeth on a bracelet would be humbler. He removed the ring and added it to the pouch.

He added in a hushed voice, “Though I can not claim kinship with you, I dare advise that any job you find in this place will be fraught with peril and inappropriate for a young lady. I am sure you would find it more rewarding to undertake the baking of bread in the nearby town.”

Tre-Llanna stared at him as if he had suddenly sprouted a third arm. She shook her head slightly as if to wake herself up. In a low voice she said, “Bake bread? Inappropriate? How dare you.... That's it, I'm through here. The main gate is that way,” and Tre pointed in the direction Kao-Raq needed to take to reach the gate. “I hope you enjoy fighting your way out of here. If you'll excuse me, I have somewhere else to be.” She raised her hood and quietly walked back down the hall towards the exit, and where Thorny was listening from the shadows.

Thorny quickly moved back a step to remain hidden from the hooded figure as he passed by.

Kao'Raq heard little after his ‘Bake bread’ comment, for he was overwhelmed by the anger in her voice. He himself liked bread, and was particularly fond of bakers. While still a child, one of his sisters became very ill on moldy bread, but she recovered and still ate of it.

It occurred to him that this nameless half-elfin woman was not a Guide, yet she did help him, and did seem in need of money, even if her pride did not allow her to take his offering. 'Ah, that same elfin pride that allowed the devil into paradise', he thought.

Tre-Llanna had unconsciously switched to her infrared vision to see better in the darkened hallway and was momentarily startled when she caught the heat signature of someone around the corner as she past by. She quickly saw he was a human also and recovered quickly enough for the other not to see it. Switching back into normal vision she also noticed he was mostly undressed and very sweaty and deduced he was the one called ‘Torch Boy’, who she had rooted for in the stick fights and she briefly stopped.

“There's another one of your kind down that hall. Perhaps he will find your company more suitable,” she said.

Thorny was rather speechless. His surprise at seeing the slender figure approach and bark at him had little to do with being caught unaware, but instead had to do with the fact that in the dim light he saw that it was a woman, and by her fine features an elf woman no less.

Kao'Raq had started after Tre-Llanna and reached the two as Tre was finishing her statement. "You said you sought employment? Is this not enough payment?"

Tre-Llanna shook her head, sighed and kept walking to the pub. They other two heard her mutter “I need a drink” in the dark as she went on down the hallway towards the exit.

Thorny couldn't help but to crack a tired smile at the sight of this stranger with ‘payment’ in hand and the cloaked elf’s reaction. He thought he finally understood what their business might have been. "Perhaps sir, your proposition was ill worded. Either that or you attempted to soil a lady of principle," he said, keeping the smile and following the figure’s exit down the hall. When he looked back at the tall stranger he saw, in the dim flickering torchlight, the confusion on his face. “Uhmm... It's good to know I'm not alone in this place. My name is, is... Bertram sir,” he introduced himself.

Kao-Raq looked the human over with care and realized that he had obviously been in the ring, and had survived. A hardy warrior indeed!

Bertram continued “I think it might be best if you bought me a drink, which I am sorely in need of. Together we might think of some way for you to apologize to her.”

It had been a long time since anyone had addressed him as 'sir', and Kao'Raq took an immediate liking to the well mannered Bertram. Kao looked back down the direction Tre had gone and made a silent prayer for Umaria to watch over her, then faced Bertram.

“I am called Kao'Raq. Although I partake of spirits only as part of religious ritual, if you are in need of drink, I would be honored to provide it, and share in your company. Can you get us past the guards without a fight? I find my energy strangely sapped at this time.”

"The guards? I was told that this mark would keep me from trouble here but I don't see why they would be a problem anyway. We haven't done anything wrong, have we?”

“I escaped before my match in the ring,” Kao answered in a hushed tone. “But I doubt that they will look for me, for the guards all believe me to be dead. However, I do not speak their devil-spawned tongue, and the half-elfin woman pretended I was her....'slave'...so as not to arouse questions.”

“Hold on. For one thing, I can't see how you escape notice here much less pass yourself as a slave. You stand out sir. Before we reach the entrance try this, spit on the ground and rub the mud onto your boots. No one is looking this way. That should help. Another thing you might want to do is to slouch just a bit when you walk. Your bearing is as much of a mark on you as this is on me,” pointing to his own chest. “It might be wise for you to also avoid eye contact with anyone we meet.”

Kao’Raq gave Thorny a puzzled look.

"Why? You have had a chance to look around haven't you? This would not be the best place to attract unwanted attention, especially considering your escape. If nothing else do this for me. I'm not sure I like the idea of fighting whatever IS loose back there. Also, in my condition I'm not sure it would even be called a fight. Your lady friend too. Think of her in that pit. Now, for that drink. Let's see what spirits are on hand that might help this pain."

Kao'Raq thought over Bertram's suggestions. They made sense and were not as degrading as hiding one self. It took an effort to find spit in his parched cheeks but he succeeded and his boots were quickly soiled. Then he wiped his hands on his face. Finally he stared at his feet and bent his shoulders in a humble manner. He could only imagine the sight he now shed in the flea-infested cloak.

With that done he followed his new friend, who seemed to know his way around, and wondered if he would have heeded the suggestions had they come from the lips of his nameless lady.

As the pair of humans made their way to the pub they exchanged their stories. Kao'Raq was very interested in Bertram's battles in the ring, and his eyes betrayed a yearning to have been there. “Alas,” he explained with complete seriousness, “The villains stripped me of my shirt, and I could not allow them to dishonor me by displaying me in public unrobed! I could never have lived down the shame.”

Then Bertram explained his first impression of the “man with 'payment' in hand” and the blood drained from Kao'Raq's handsome features, leaving a ghostly caricature. "Su… surely you jest with me, friend," he managed to stammer out. “To know a woman outside the ritual of binding is sinful, even vile. And to pay for such service..." He shook his head and asked rhetorically, "Surely you did not honestly think that of me? Did you?”

"Well, it did cross my mind.” Then Bertram changed the subject quickly. “I'm sorry that you lost your shirt. Despite the beating suffered I did manage to come out ahead on the books. I certainly hope that it wasn't on me that you placed that last bet. I would hate to be the source of your, …" Thorny thought of the word 'nudity' but found another more appropriate, "…troubles. Anyway, it seems a little strange that the two of you would come to a dark area alone while everyone else is still involved with the games. I'm very surprised to see such as her here. What did you do to make her angry?”

Kao'Raq responded sullenly, "I do not know what has angered her. I have been cordial and honorable and even humble. I can only guess that she has some bad history with bread.” This he said with a far off look in his eyes and did not elaborate on the point. 

***

Tre-Llanna arrived at the pub and, keeping her hood up, took a seat at the bar and yelled out in goblin to the bartender for a drink. The bartender was absent from the pub and in his place she saw a rather rotund goblin at the bar who seemed a bit depressed at having to miss the games.

“Yeah, what you want to drink?” He asked in an irritated voice.

“I’ll have an ale,” she answered gruffly.

He distrusted cloaked figures and was anxious to get back to his conversation with another patron so he quickly filled the stranger’s order and brought the mug over.  The rotund goblin wobbled over to Tre-Llanna and handed her a large mug of ale in a steel tankard, charging her two silver coins. However, the coins nearly rolled out of his hand as two humans entering distracted him. He immediately noticed Thorny's symbol on his chest and stared with great interest.

Tre slightly turned to see what the goblin was looking at. Seeing the two humans, she sighed as she said to herself, ‘Ah well, I knew getting some peace and quiet around here was too much to ask.”

The other two also noticed and recognized the cloaked figure. An easy task as there were hardly any patrons in the bar as yet, most still at the games.

Kao'Raq was not surprised to find the half-elfin woman in such an ill-reputed place, and drinking at that! But he was not ready to attempt another conversation with her. Quickly he scanned the unfamiliar pub for a suitable table but saw none that offered any privacy and settled for one near the bar. “Here,” he whispered to Bertram, gesturing with his hand. His choice of seat provided a view of the door and the part of the bar with the nameless woman.

Once both were seated, Kao’Raq offered the money pouch with the ring still in it to Bertram and said in hushed tone, “Order what you like. If they have clean drinking water, I will pay him the same price as ale for it, otherwise order me an ale, but I will ask you to drink it for me. And have yourself some food, you look like you need it. Alas my belly still burns with its wounds,” he stroked the shovel wounds he received earlier and stifled a grunt. “I dare not fill it with anything solid tonight.” Then he sniffed his cloak and his nostrils curled at the smell.” And find out where I can purchase a bath...” but Kao’Raq did not finish the sentence as he realized that he was still cleaner than any of the other blood and dirt crusted patrons and finished with, “Perhaps we should not bother about that in this place.”

Thorny was placing his bundle on the floor next to his seat as Kao’Raq was speaking. Taking the pouch he then headed to where the goblin was tending the bar.

“Water. Do you have any water? Yes? No? Well... at any rate give me two, yes, TWO mugs of ale." He said this as he pointed to two mugs and to the large casks that were the common fare there. 

The goblin simply squinted his eyes as though deep in thought. Pointing to the objects helped get the idea across, so two large mugs of ale were drawn and placed on the bar.

Meanwhile Thorny looked over the counter for something to eat. He also glanced back over his shoulder to get a look at the cloaked elven lady. Not surprising, with her hood drawn he could see nothing of her features. If the tall stranger seemed out of place her, Thorny knew the woman would stick out like a flower in a gravel pit and marveled at her audacity to venture into such a place at all!

Out of the corner of her eye Tre-Llanna watched the torch-emblazoned human trying to order food and drinks. A smile, hidden by her upraised hood, formed on her lips.

On Kao'Raq’s part, he had presumed that Bertram spoke the devil spawned tongue and was pleased that he did not. 'Obviously a man of quality!' he thought, deciding to trust him one step further.

The selection of food that Thorny saw was varied but not too savory by human standards. Thorny managed to pick out a small chunk of jerky and a loaf of bread that looked slightly softer than granite. The cheese, however, looked like a large mass of fuzz and not very appetizing. So, when the goblin brought back two foaming mugs of ale, Thorny gestured towards the food and after seeing the human’s reaction to the cheese, the goblin pushed the pound of jerky and loaf of bread in his direction and held up eight fingers.

A little disappointed that this would be all that he could get, Thorny remembers just how tired and sore he felt and decided to make do with it. Assuming the eight fingers meant eight silver coins, he dug into the pouch.

While Thorny fished for the coins he looked over at the cloaked lady again and said, “You are free to join us in this meager meal if you would like.” He paused briefly as he pulled out a gold coin and handed it over. Not bothering with the change he began to gather up the two mugs and clamping the bread and jerky between his two arms and body. Turning to head back to their table he ventured, “I'm not sure what he did to you but he seems to be confused by your reaction. I… I think it is possible that he meant no harm.”

Taking another sip of ale, Tre-Llanna simply nodded acknowledgement. Perhaps she would join them in a moment or two, but not just yet.

Thorny acknowledged her response by a slight forward tilt of his head and trudged over to where Kao’Raq was waiting.

As soon as Thorny settled in his seat again, Kao'Raq said in a low voice, “I do not know what brings you to this vile den, friend Bertram, but if you are not currently on a quest, I would be honored if you would join me on mine. I am heading to the Gnomish Citadel, to investigate what I believe to be Devil's mischief. I must warn you that I have no knowledge as to what we would face, other than it will entail certain danger.” Kao'Raq the glanced about the empty pub and muttered, almost to himself, “And I must humbly admit that I also need a guide, one who knows the way to the citadel as well as the way within its walls.”

“I'm not sure that I could be any help to you on your quest. Knowing where the citadel is and how one might get there is beyond me,” Thorny replied while fumbling in his bundle for his knife. He brought it up with a smile, wiped each side of the blade once on his trousers, and began cutting some jerky. “Besides, I seem to be about to take on a job with a man named Figorous. Not that I mean to speak ill of you, but hard coin may be more agreeable to me. Certain danger does sound thrilling.” Bertram roled his eyes as he finished his last comment but the expression was cleverly hidden by the mug as he took a long gulp before taking a bite of his jerky piece. “I'll grant you that but the reality is that I am no adventurer to set out on some grand quest.”

Thorny then took a bite of his jerky and it was a moment before he could continue, as he struggled to tear a chewable hunk from the piece.

“I'll tell you this though, being here does seem to be out of sorts with my last statement.”

Kao'Raq remained sullenly quiet. It seemed that everyone he met and considered a potential friend was preoccupied with some sort of 'job'. Was money that important to everyone but him? Did no one else believe in common service as its own reward?!

Diplomatically he eventually said, “Perhaps this... 'job'... will lead you upon a worthy quest of your own. Tell me about it.”

About that time the doors opened and a load of patrons entered and the three surmised that the games must have ended. Those entering were mostly the ones who did well betting on the fights, since they could afford to buy the most ale. Conversations erupted at various tables as the games were discussed in either joyous or subdued tones depending upon the bet made. Many fingers pointed at Thorny and a group of goblins seemed to have no end of pleasure enacting the groin hit from Furken Ti.

Seeing that the games had ended, Tre-Llanna set her unfinished ale on the bar and headed for the door. She took a breath of night air and sets off to meet Figirous.

A glow through the dingy window was visible outside as several bonfire areas were being lit. As the door opened periodically they could see groups sitting on large logs around the fires. Thorny thought he caught a glimpse of the Trollfighters taking up a section around one of the bonfires and sorting out supplies and gear that obviously had just been purchased. A few moments later the Trollfighters’ leader walked into the bar and scans around for Thorny. The torch emblazoned on his chest made Bertram easy to spot and the leader headed over to his table. “Hey, the games are finished. Figorous is about to open up his business sessions. Selecting Mercs for new jobs is usually near the top of the list. I'm going to see if there is anything for us. Let's go.” As an afterthought he saw the stranger next to thorny and mentioned, "You taking in beggars now? Or maybe he's your newest fan.” He laughed a little and then turned to head out of the pub.

'Beggars?' Kao'Raq thought, his expression intentionally blank. 'I think I liked ...'slave'... better.' Sigh. 'The holy are humble. The holy are humble. The holy are humble. The holy are humble.'

With it being time to go Thorny gathered his things up and stuffed his pockets with a portion of what food was left, leaving some for his companion.

“You should come along too. Maybe one of the jobs offered will take you near this citadel of yours, assuming of course they don't recognize you. If the way is as dangerous as you say it is then surely it would be wise to travel with others however they might be found. Do you have any experience fighting Trolls by any chance? No. No reason. I was just wondering. Oh. I know I said that I would try and help you with your lady friend but it looks like she has already left.” Thorny points to the seat she had occupied, now already claimed by a hobgoblin.

Kao'Raq's curiosity as to this 'job' finally reached a climax. What about it had so entranced everyone he met? Surely there must be more to it than just lust for money. He rose, making an effort to keep his shoulders hunched, and stepped in beside the torch-emblazoned man.

“I will walk with you, friend Bertram. You may not find this 'job' to your liking, and would be open to an alternative. But, did you say trolls?”

Once out the doorway and back into the cave entrance, Tre-Llanna took the left passage with the sign of the shaking hands. She was not alone as quite a few of the locals seemed to be heading in the same direction. As she made the turn north, the corridor widened out even more. At the end of the hallway there are two normal sized doors on the left which are closed and an enormous double door on the right which was open. Along the hallway kobolds were rushing about with stepstools and ladders posting papers and parchments on the walls. The hallway was quite wide and easily handled the accumulation of humanoids. Some of the papers were small script and some were composed almost entirely of pictures, as not all humanoids could read.

After perusing a few, Tre-Llanna figured out that the picture-parchments were usually a request for manual labor or fighting men. The written announcements were more intellectual, as the jobs needed required more specialized skills.

ALL scripts were written in Dwarven however, though a bit more sloppily than one would think a dwarf would write. Actually, the script seemed simpler and flowed more easily, as though all of the heavily detailed grammatical rules had been taken out. Therefore this dialect of dwarven retained the same meaning, but not the subtle undertones that the true dwarven language would indicate.

Tre-Llanna reads through the postings, kind of liking the simplified dwarven, until she found the one she had heard about. Everything seemed as she had hoped until she read a part about 'a group, preferably human'. At that she let out a few choice words in goblin, causing a few heads to turn her way. She finished the noticed, which went on to say the group was to investigate the lack of gnome caravans and other merchants coming from the citadel. The amount to be paid was “based upon mercenary group”. She then stepped away from the wall to get out of the way and to think.

‘Why did I think it would be easy. Well, the human part isn't that big a problem. As long as the meeting isn't to long I can do something about that. The group thing is a bit more difficult.’

Thorny and Kao had followed the Trollfighters’ leader back into the cave and down the passageways. Several unaffiliated hobgoblins pointed at Thorny and made a groin hit simulation, but a stare by the leader of the Trollfighters hushed them very quickly. The leader continued on to where the messages were posted and started reading through them. He pulled off a few of them and directed Thorny's attention to the paper that Tre-Llanna was reading.

“This is the request for humans. I heard about it last week. You should apply for it. I think that even though you lost the games in round two, you still looked pretty good in round one. Figorous will recognize you from the fights and that should help in getting the job. When he asks who you are affiliated with, you can tell him the Trollfighters and that should give you more credibility than being by yourself.”

The leader then looked past Thorny for a second, then turned back to him, “Is that beggar still hanging around? Try not to feed them, once you do, you can NEVER get rid of them. Then again, we can always use more troll fodder.” The leader then laughed a little then continued, “Just go through the door and tell the clerk what you are applying for. He will set up a meeting with Figorous about it.” The leader then disappeared through the open double doors and into the main business area.

As the hob left, Thorny made an embarrassed smile to his companion for the comments made about him.

“Sure. I guess this might not be what I'm looking for. I'll never be able to purchase my own farmstead though by slopping someone else's pigs or tending stables. I would be an old man before I earned enough. Risky money's the best money my Da always sa... That's funny. No, never mind. Anyway, if that IS true then what place is riskier than this?”

He turned to look back at the notices and studied the one that was pointed out to him. “Hey!” he called out but the hobgoblin had disappeared already. Thorny then pulled the page from the wall and once in his hands he turned it around a time or two, paused, then rolled it up.

“It, ah... It seems a little unclear as to what it's about. Let's take it to the clerk and see if he can help,” he said to Kao’Raq.

Tre-Llanna’s thoughts were interrupted as she heard a familiar voice and turned around. When she spotted the torch human, a smile formed on her hidden face. ‘This could work. He fought well enough in the games and seems to be alright for a human.’ Her gaze continued along and the smile faded. ‘Great! Just my luck the two of them teamed up already. Still, he did make an effort to at least disguise himself. It could work.’

Taking a calming breath Tre-Llanna stepped through the crowd to where the two humans were reading the notice. Addressing the one with the torch symbol she said, “I see you have interest in the gnomish problem. That too is what has brought me here. You may also have noticed that they are looking for a group. It seems to me that three makes a better group than two or one. What say you?”

Kao'Raq's shoulders straightened when the half-elven lady approached. He immediately remembered where he was and slouched again, attempting a barbaric grunt as improvisation to his 'disguise'.

“What's this about a gnomish problem?” he asked in a low growl, as a spark of awe added to his faith in Umaria.

“Gnomes? Oh, right! Here Kao'Raq, read it for yourself,” and Thorny handed the notice over for Kao’s inspection. He then turned to the hooded elf, “Yes. A band would probably be more likely to win a contract here than any lone person. I didn't really have you pegged for a mercenary though. Sorry, I didn't have a chance to introduce myself before. My name is Bertam. This is, well, you already know him,” Thorny said while hooking a thumb in Kao'Raq's direction.

Kao'Raq meanwhile handed the notice back to Thorny without looking at it. “I do not know this tongue, else I would have read it on the wall.” He then turned to Tre-Llanna and recalled the half-elven features that now lay hidden by her hood. “Though I do owe you a kindness, I do not yet know your name.”

“Good to meet you Bertam,” Tre replied, and to Kao she said, “I am called Tre-Llanna. I'm hoping that it's good to meet you.” Turning back to Thorny she added, “And you were right. I'm not a mercenary. I heard that there was some mystery about the Citadel. I've been there a few times and rather like the place. Then I heard about someone hiring people to look into the matter, so I figured that I might as well get paid to do it.”

'Mystery about the citadel?' Kao'Raq thought. 'Perhaps to the rest of the world, but I know it must be Devil mischief!' Pensively he inquired of Tre-Llanna, “You have been there? Inside it's walls? Do you know your way around?” His confusion and uncertainty of moments earlier were swept aside by reinforced faith in Umaria's vigilance. 'My sentiments were correct. She must be the guide, though she does not seem to know it.'

Tre looked at Kao and nodded, “Aye, I've been there a few times. I know the way there and even know how to get to a few places once inside the walls.”

Turning to Thorny, with an excited quiver in his voice, Kao said, “We must find this Figorous and learn more. Take this 'job', as a band, if that is what he requires, and make our way to the Citadel.”

Tre then turned to Bertam. “Well? Shall we find this clerk and get us a job?”

"Yes, let's go. The clerk is just down this way,” Thorny replied with a hint of satisfaction and went on. “Just how far away is this citadel? I've heard of it of course and the gnomes too, but know very little about either of them. I can't say that I have even ever seen a gnome. Aren't they akin to dwarves somehow?”

The answer never came as the three walked through the gigantic double doors and immediately discovered an enormous room. This room looked like it could fit the entire arena inside of it. Tables and desks were scattered about the room in a haphazard way. Kobolds were at almost every desk or table. Most of the kobolds seated at the desks were wearing nice robes of some sort. Papers of all shapes and sizes were lying across most the desks with pictures and writing filling up most of the space on each page. Hobgoblins from the various mercenary groups and other humanoids were seen at different tables talking, arguing, or negotiating with the kobold occupant.

As they stepped into the room a large hobgoblin in a robe spoke to them in goblin, "State your business!” and looked the group up and down with a suspicious glare.

Thorny gave him the notice from the wall and after a quick glance the hobgoblin motioned for a goblin to come over.

“Ah, Figorous will want to meet with your group personally. Gorp here will take you too his meeting chamber on the other side of this room.” Gorp, the goblin, nodded in agreement and after grabbing the piece of paper from the hobgoblin, stepped quickly through the ever growing mass of tables, humanoids, and paperwork.

The three followed the goblin as he led them through a veritable maze of chairs, desk, and tables, until they reached the other side of the room. There was a closed doorway there with four hobgoblin guards in heavy armor and carrying halberds. The goblin knocked lightly on the door and stepped back, waiting for a reply.  Minutes later the door opened a small bit and out popped a kobold head. The goblin handed the paper to the kobold and then turned and ran back towards the other side of the room.

The kobold read the paper a bit more thoroughly than the hobgoblin had and then looked up at the gathered trio and spoke quickly, “Figorous is currently in negotiations with another group, please wait here. I will summon you soon.”

Having little else to do but stand around and wait, Tre-Llanna and the others watched and listened to the tumult going on around them. Of course only Tre-Llanna could understand goblin, so the other two just heard gibberish. Tre-Llanna heard multiple conversations involving the buying and selling of bulk items, labor, gems, slaves, animals, creatures of all sorts, contracts for mercenaries, positions for individual guards and other miscellaneous items. She got the distinct impression in several conversations that a third party hired the kobolds to find the items (slaves, gems, etc.) for them and that the kobolds were merely acting as the middle-man.

Many of the kobolds had a wand on their desk. Its purpose came clear soon as they got a good look at one as a kobold used it to place a mark on a document. They had heard of wizards having their own mark or crest and making it permanent with magic, but this was the first time either of them had actually seen it done. For Tre’s part, she would have greatly liked to see the spell cast, instead of through a wand.

The group waited far longer than they had wanted to, but eventually the door opened up and out walks three hooded figures escorted by two hobgoblin guards. They were only slightly taller than five feed and walked with a peculiar gait. As they passed, the trio noticed the cloaks dragging behind them more than usual and as the last figure turned to the side, they caught the barest glimpse of… a tail.

Not understanding any of the devil-spawned tongue, and trusting his guide would do the right thing, Kao'Raq's just watched the goings on. When the cloaked group passed by and he noticed the tails, underneath his cloak he outlined Umaria's ‘Watchful Eye’ on his still injured belly as he thought, 'So much evil, so few to watch.'

The same kobold from before opened the door again, a little wider this time, and pronounced in goblin, “Figorous will see you now”.

Tre-Llanna turned to her two new partners, “Time to meet this Figorous character. Follow me.”

The group walked into the smaller room with an escort of two hobgoblin guards and the small kobold attendant. The room was far smaller than the one they just came from, but he ceiling was just as high. Easily eighty feet up. At around the sixty-foot mark they noticed a ledge running around the entire room. On top of the ledge were stone carvings in all sorts of shapes and sizes. Most of the carvings were in the shape of monsters, but few were more humanoid than others. Also around the room, at a much lower height, were bright tapestries and wall hangings. Judging by the pictures woven into the fabric, they were not of kobold origin.

The attendant walked the trio into the center of the room where they faced an enormous desk. The desk looked like it was carved from a single piece of wood and was quite exquisite. It was upon a raised platform with several steps leading up. Seated behind the desk was a small robed figure. He looked to be a kobold in very expensive clothing. Barely clearing three feet in height, this kobold had a scaly hide colored rusty black. His eyes glowed like a bright red spark and his two small horns were stark white. His robes were crimson with orange trim giving it a distinctive feeling of flames.

As the trio stopped in front of the desk the kobold announced, “I am Figorous.” He then continued scrutinizing each person. His eyes seem to sparkle a bit more when he looked at Kao.

Standing beside the desk was another odd figure. This one resembled a humanoid hawk wearing human clothing. He had both arms and wings. The wings were folded across his back. The feathers were predominantly brown with white underfeathers and face markings. His eyes were a brilliant yellow. There were four other guards in the room.

Figorous' attendant stood in front of the trio and announced, “This group asks for the privilege to accept a contract for work. It is regarding the gnome issue.” The attendant then stepped away.

“Who are you and why should I offer you a contract?” Figorous asked the trio, in common. This was the first time Common had been spoken and both Kao and Bertram's ears perked up.

The words took Kao'Raq back to the countless times he had been asked to explain why he was worthy. He stepped forward and cleared his throat before he realized he had done so. His eyes sought out those of his inquisitor and he saw not one of the vile little dog-men that irritate him so, but an entity to deal with respectfully and carefully.

“My friends call me Kao'Raq the Humble,” he began. “My enemies know me as the one who rises from the dead to fight again.” He gestured to Bertram, “This is Sir Bertram, a warrior of peerless skill, who, through his victories, has earned the respect even of hobgoblins, and the fear of Trolls.” With his other arm he gestured to Tre-Llanna, “This is the lady Tre-Llanna, who has spent many winters in the Citadel and will guide us to and within its walls. She is...” Kao'Raq pulled the word 'blessed' back as it touched his lips, and chose to say, “...gifted...in matters out of the ordinary,” instead.

“You will give us this contract because...” Kao'Raq paused as he heard the words in his mind, 'because we are righteous and will not allow this Devil mischief to stand!' It was the argument he had always used with success, but the words would not form. He became keenly aware of the hobgoblins eyeing him distrustfully, of Figorous' dissecting gaze, of the uncertainty in his own companion's eyes. None of them cared for ‘Right’, or knew enough to fear the Devil. They were all here because of the money. “...because of the money.” Kao'Raq heard the words but did not immediately realize that he had spoken them. More words followed. “Every day that glass-steel does not flow costs you money. Each day's delay in solving this problem takes money from your coffers. The cost of hiring us is nothing compared to the price of not hiring us.”

Kao'Raq then stepped back calmly, not sure where the words he spoke came from, but comfortable in his faith.

Tre-Llanna had been about to speak when Kao started. Inwardly she cringed at what she imagined him to say and was pleasantly surprised by what he did say. ‘Not bad, not bad at all.’

A long silence followed those finely delivered bold words. Still, Figorous' reaction could have meant anything.

Knowing that what he was about to add would not come out as stately as that said by Kao'Raq, Thorny felt that if they were to be judged, then another simple fact must be weighed by this creature. Breaking the silence he said, “There is also the fact that the assignment called for Humans. We're Human. Mostly Human, anyway. There seems to be a shortage of them in this place. Being new here the only credentials I can provide will come from the Trollfighters. It is they also who urged me to seek you out concerning this matter.”

Tre-Llanna’s eyes widened, then she clenched her teeth as Bertam spoke up. She liked the mentioning of the Trollfighters but wished he hadn't said 'mostly human'. She hoped Figorous didn't catch it or better still, he didn't have a problem with elves.

Tre-Llanna then stepped forward and spoke up, her voice coming from deep within the upraised hood. “As for me, it is simple. I know the way. I have been to the Citadel many times and have many contacts within its walls. As my companion said earlier, the lack of caravan traffic is costing a lot of people a lot of money. If you want this matter resolved quickly and to your benefit, then we three are the obvious choice.” She stepped back and awaited the reply.

When the three finished their introduction the barest of grins formed on the kobold’s lips. Then again, the display of feral teeth may not have been a smile after all. Figorous had listened intently and without interrupting. Now all eyes turned to him as the room's silence grew tense.

The silence was broken by a chittering laugh that escaped Figorous' lips as he finally spoke up. “Interesting indeed. I have seen The Torch Boy fight and can acknowledge his bravery. I will also commend the maiden for making it here unmolested. She must understand our ways well to continue to remain intact. And let us not forget Kao'Raq, the Not-so-humble, who has cost me a great deal already. I don't forget the faces of slaves that I have bought, nor would the bugbears who brought you in. A jailor is dead by your hands as well and another was put in your place for the arena. I find your resourcefulness and abilities to be quite admirable, but you owe me a debt. I guess that makes you the perfect choice for this endeavor. Oh, you wonder how I know? Worgs are intelligent, not simple wolves. I also happen to conduct meetings myself rather than only let my underlings do the negotiation. I don't forget faces either.”

Figorous then motioned to his assistant, “They are granted the contract. See to it that their needs are met, but you may subtract the cost of three slaves from their payment, due to Kao'Raq's…enthusiasm. Bring in the next negotiations. Your group is dismissed.”

Figorous waved the group away and two of the guards motioned for the trio to go. The assistant led them back through the maze of tables in the main room to the entrance with the double doors. He continued across the hallway to a smaller room and opened it into a more private area where he settled himself into a desk and began writing out script onto a piece of parchment.

A few moments later he began asking questions. What mode of transport would they need? What supplies? Any other items? He eyed them warily and repeated the word ‘need’.

Kao'Raq straightened his shoulders and regained his confident smile. He was glad that the time for disguise had passed. Umaria had guided him through his ordeal and moved him several steps closer to his quest.

“Need?” he repeated. “The better equipped we are the sooner we can remove this...” he wanted to say 'evil', but once again the word formed only in his brain, and another spewed from his lips, "...problem, and return the trade wagons to their profit. I will need a clean shirt and white cloak, a long sword and shield, proper armor, the plate I wore before being ambushed would fit me well. And a bow, preferably a composite long bow, with a dozen arrows. If Figorous can return my own equipment to me, I would be content to pursue this matter without additional payment. Oh, and also some dye that I may try to restore my boots to proper form.

The clerk raised an eyebrow towards Kao, but said nothing about his requests.

“As for supplies and mounts...” he looked at Tre-Llanna. “I believe we will pass through desert. Dare we take camels?”

Tre-Llanna shook her head implying 'NO' at Kao's question about camels.

“We'll not be going through the desert. That would be foolish and unwise. If the heat doesn't bake your brains then the Hatori would probably feast on them. No, we will follow the Eastern Mountains to the Citadel. That way is a little longer than the desert route, but it is also somewhat safer. With luck, most of us will arrive at the Citadel and be able to solve this problem.” Tre turned to the kobold but looked over her shoulder at Kao and Bertam, “Besides, if memory serves me, the caravans used to follow the Eastern Mountains as well.”

Turning back to the kobold she continued, “The trip is long and we will need basic supplies. Food and water and plenty of it. Also rope, at least five hundred feet of it. We may need to go into the mountains so we will need some climbing gear and some warm cloaks. Lanterns and oil would be nice as well as arrows, a lot of them. We will need pack animals to carry the supplies and three sturdy sure-footed mounts as well.” She turned back to the two humans questioningly, “Anything else?”

“A clean shirt? I vaguely remember seeing one of those once,” Bertram blurted, then to answer Tre’s question he added, “No, I cannot think of anything else we might need apart from your list. However there is the question of our wages still to discuss, lest we forget. And I agree about the mounts. I would say horses were our best bet no matter what terrain we travel. As long as we carry supplies to support them they will get us about much faster than camels would. This is all beside the fact that I would sooner be tied to Farmer Getty's windmill during a summer storm than ride one of those beasts. I would lose all victuals either way but at least with the windmill I wouldn't be bitten and might actually be able to hang on. Provided there is a stout rope of course.”

Kao'Raq gave Bertram a curios look, as if to ask what a 'victual' was, but his better judgement kept him silent. Feeling that all their needs had been brought out, he contented himself to waiting patiently for the clerk to perform his duties. Still, the silent minutes seemed to pass like days…

The kobold clerk scribbled some things on the parchment then finally made his pronouncement. “You have a voucher for 225 gold coins to spend as you like. You normally would have been given 300 gold coins, except for the payment exacted due to slave charges. I will arrange to have five mounts brought up and loaded at the gates by tomorrow morning. Two will carry your supplies. The steppe ponies are very hardy and quite fast. They require no feed if grazed properly. This will mean less to carry. They cost 30 gold each. As for everything else.....I will have them packed and ready. That will be,” and the kobold read of a list: 3 heavy cloaks, 500ft of rope and grappling hook, pitons, mallet and harnesses, 3 ten gallon casks of water, 10 days of dry rations for 3 people, 10 lbs of rice, 10 gallon barrel of pickled fish, 10 lbs of mushrooms, 1 gallon of condensed soup broth, 3 score of arrows, 1 lantern with 6 flasks of oil.

The clerk did some quick subtraction and frowned a bit, “This leaves you with a remainder of 5 gold and 5 silver coins to spend however you wish. The dry rations can be stored quite a long time, so you will need to eat the perishable food first.”

“Let's put the remainder towards more rations,” Tre suggested. “As long as the ponies can carry the weight, we might as well have along as much food as we can carry.” She turned to the clerk and said, “Thank you for your time and assistance. We will be at the gates at sun-up and through them shortly after.” She turned back to her two new partners and continued, “Well, shall we return to the tavern and exchange stories?”

Kao'Raq brooded for a second as he considered the matter. Meager weapons, no armor, and all of hell to contend with. Service with Umaria tended to be humbling even without conscious effort.

"I have need of a clean shirt. I am unfamiliar with the cost of goods, but if our remainder does not suffice, then I have nine silver and fourteen copper to add to the tally.”

The clerk heard the lament of the human and sighed loudly, "Leather armor is available for five gold and I can arrange a shirt for two silvers, though you can clean it yourself. I will subtract it from your wages. This leaves you with only a few silver left to spend at the Eagle Claw Tower, if you choose to stop there for more water or rations. The Eagle Claw Tower is 135 miles away. You can ride the ponies hard for a single day without ill effect if they are rested, though any more and you risk lameness. The ponies are quite strong and sturdy. That should get you to the tower in two days. The ponies can carry 220lbs and still travel at full speed. Unlike camels, though, they will have to be watered and grazed at least three times a day. Water is critical for both man and beast alike. You will need somewhat around two gallons per day and your current capacity is just over thirty-one gallons, including your half-gallon waterskins. You can add more cargo, but that will slow you down.”

Kao'Raq perked up at the addition of the armor. Radiating a triumphant smile to his partners he said, “Shall we proceed to the tavern?” On the way he brooded upon the suggestion that he would need to wash a new shirt and ended up pondering upon the meaning well into the night, but then decided to do so anyway, considering where it may have come from.

"Kao'Raq, I know you asked about this job and my interest in it earlier. You do have some idea what a job is. Don't you? Tre-Llanna? I have a feeling those three slaves we just had to pay for were slaves for want of a shirt themselves. Any more needs and not only will our wages have vanished but we may find ourselves taking their places as well. I think our needs may possibly be better met somewhere else.” At that point Thorny realized the others were walking away and any point he was trying to make went unheard. Maybe slavery really wasn't so bad.

As he tried to catch up to them he wondered just how well Tre-Llanna knew this route through the mountains.

Being a creature of tradition, Kao'Raq led them to the same table he and Thorny had previously occupied in the tavern. He took the same seat and remarked how the tavern had an ebb and flow of patrons. Right then the majority seemed to still be in the main trading room. He understood none of the primitive grunts that passed for communication among the horrid races present, but he could tell that some were exuberant with money to spend, while others despondent and miserly with their orders.

Once comfortable he said, “The disappearance of glassteel has affected many in the distant west, and I have journeyed long to investigate the matter. Not since the gnomes discovered the secret of its making has its flow been halted, and I fear the worst. You two are nearer to the source. What have you heard?”

Thorny deposited his gear and said, “I’ve got a couple of other things to get. I’ll be right back,” and headed to the shop where the Trollfighters leader had taken him to get his arena gear. It held numerous miscellaneous items on top of the standard armor and weapons. Seeing what he looked for he pointed here and there. The shopkeeper fetched the items and signaled with his fingers the amount.

Tre-Llanna, hood still up, took a seat and barked out an order in goblin for ale. To answer Kao she said, “Well, I'm afraid that I have little information to offer. I only heard about this gnomish problem this morning.” She takes a sip of the ale when it was brought to her then continued, “As I've said, I have visited the Citadel on a number of occasions. I have taken a liking to the place and its inhabitants. When I heard that there might be some trouble there, well I thought that the least I could do was go and have a look.” She then took another drink.

Thorny returned to his seat with a cooking pot, a pipe, and some pipeweed. His two new comrades were discussing theories on the gnomish problem but the events of the day had taken their toll upon Thorny. He seemed to be interested in the conversation at hand but did not actively participate in it. As the babble in the room drolled on his head began to roll down to rest at an awkward angle on the bundled gear he held in his lap. It becomes quite obvious that sleep, or the lack of it, had finally caught up with him.

Obsessed with the citadel, it took Kao'Raq some time to notice Thorny's sleepy demeanor. His own fatigue finally also caught up with him. “We should rest so we can start fresh tomorrow. I don't suppose there is a bed for let in this god fors... that is, in this 'place'?”

Tre-Llanna shrugged and went to inquire of such accommodations with the barkeep. She returned soon and informed Kao that once the activity in the arena was over, they could sleep on the benches.  Right then it was mostly clean-up work so Tre-Llanna kept tabs on the process, slowly sipping her ale and keeping a watchful eye on all those around her. When she felt that the arena had quieted down enough to try and get some rest, she nudged Bertam awake. In a quiet voice she said, “Come on, time to move. And yes, I am waking you up just so you can go to sleep again.” With Bertam in tow, she followed Kao to the arena and picked a spot as good as any other. Bertram lay prone, using his back as a pillow. Kao remained sitting, holding a dagger and short sword at the ready. Tre rested, but did not sleep, keeping and eye and ear open for any signs of trouble.

They had hardly settled in when a grungy little kobold found the group on the bench and charged them 1 silver each for sleeping on the bench.

At just past 6:30am, with only three hours of sleep, they staggered outside to see the rising sun. Two figures rode past the gates on huge horses with three others in tow. After blinking a few times, the optical distortion passed and they realized that the figures were kobolds and that the horses were actually quite small. They were simply big in comparison to the kobolds.

Two Hobgoblins come out of the main building with a handcart carrying all of the supplies and barrels that the trio had requested. They quickly strap the supplies onto the horses, obviously disliking the fact that they had to be outdoors during the day instead of sleeping.

With the supplies all loaded and ready to go, the group mounted up. Kao felt a bit strange since these ‘horses’ were only about 13 hands high at the shoulders, whereas most heavy warhorses he had been around tended to be over 16 hands high. These horses had shaggy coats and looked quite a bit like oversized ponies.

“Well, let's see what our gold has bought us,” Thorny ventured. He looked over the ponies to make sure there were no wounds, obvious or otherwise, to be concerned about. He also checked their teeth for age.

He was wrong about this place, he thought. It was different, not at all like anything he had experienced before. He had made a few allies, though, and beyond the stick fight he was never mistreated. In fact he was made quite welcome there.

Still, horse traders were all the same. Never trust a one of them. Any good word from one about the merchandise must be examined.

While Thorny checked out the horses Kao'Raq found as private a spot as he could, discarded the filthy cloak, and put on the ‘new’ shirt and leather armor and Tre-Llanna checked out the gear.

Kao did get something that passed for a shirt, but upon closer inspection it appeared to have simply been taken off of someone else and stuffed into the saddlebags. Whomever they nabbed the shirt from must have been working or running a lot since the smell of sweat permeated it thoroughly. It looked to be in good condition and a good washing would probably get the sweat and blood stains out of it.

When Tre was satisfied that their gear was all there and well packed she approached Thorny.

“Well, do the ponies past muster? It's quite a haul to the first marker.”

Thorny was actually pleasantly surprised by his examination. Though small, they were extremely sturdy and solid. None of the steeds were better than average for their species, but none seemed to be nags either and he conveyed this to Tre-Llanna.

Kao'Raq soon returned to the others seemingly absorbed with the leather armor. “It is very light,” he announced to no one in particular. “I doubt that it would stop a lance, but should make the journey easier.” He then looked up to see what the others were about. Seeing Thorny’s painful walk around the horses, he recalled that his new friend was still injured from the arena fights.

“Hold still for a moment, friend Bertram. Perhaps I can ease your pain,” Kao'raq reached out his hand and touched Thorny. A warmth passed between them and Thorny felt a little better. HE was still sore from his ordeal as well and placed his hand on his own stomach. It still burned from his wounds suffered during his escape. He hesitated, then contended himself with only making the sign of Umaria's ‘Watchful Eye’. She would protect him, as she had so far. But it remained for him to take care of his companions.

Thorny looked at him quizzically, not knowing what to think. Kao’Raq’s actions had been a complete surprise. So much so that he wasn’t quite aware of what had just happened. Kao, picking up on the confusion, tried to explain, not realizing the real source of the young fighter’s confusion, “I can do more,” then he placed his hand again on Thorny’s shoulder, healing him some more.

Finishing her inspection of their stuff, she came over and joined Kao and Thorny, “Is everything in order? Can we finally depart from this....'place'?”

“Just a moment,” Thorny answered and opened his bundle and pulled out his armor. Even after Kao'Raq did whatever he did to heal the pain of his shoulder, a large and painful knot was still there. The armor was not inviting at the moment considering the wound and he decided to ride without it for another day or so. There were other aches too but they were minor in comparison and had lessened some. This could have been due to some talent Kao'Raq possessed, however he had rather believe that the brief rest was responsible.

The mark on his chest, he decided, could be done without as well. Looking around Thorny spotted a trough and went straight for it. The mark was quickly washed away and after dunking his head a couple of times, he felt much refreshed.

Getting back to his bundle he pulled out the rest of the previous night’s jerky and offered some to his two companions. “I'm ready. Here take some of this. It may be a quite a while until our next camp.”

Tre took some, although she eyed it suspiciously and took a couple of cautious bites. Kao, however declined, as he had done the night before.

“None for me. My stomach still aches, and I do not eat flesh. When we break I may be ready for some cheese and bread, however.”

Satisfied that all was in order, Tre-Llanna toke some of the offered jerky and put it in her pouch to eat while they traveled and got up on her pony.

“All right then. We've got a lot of ground to cover before we reach the Citadel. Might as well start moving now,” she said as she lead her pony out of the gate and set course for their first stop.

***

The group rode hard, and true to form, the small horses endured it quite well. The group encountered several parties of hobgoblins along the road but they seemed to take a look at the horses and then moved on. There wasn't really much of a trail to go by, but since the Tower was supposedly directly east, it didn't take much work to stay on course.

The terrain was also very easy going. There were only sparse trees that close to the desert and sloped ever so much downwards. It was almost as if the mountains couldn't quite contain the sand from the desert and it spilled forth a few extra miles into the forest. Despite the sand, though, the ride wasn't as smooth as it would have been on a larger horse and all ended up with several bruises on their posterior from the slightly wider saddle, especially for the two not accustomed to riding as much. But the distance covered was amazing by any standards.

The horses were well winded by the time they stopped for the night and rightly so, considering that they had traveled 96 miles in a single day! Finding a sheltered grove of trees they placed the horses on a long rope and allowed them to rest and graze. They also found a spot for themselves and after eating they divided up the guard duty. Kao’Raq volunteered to take the first watch, as he knew that evil was most prevalent in the midnight hours, and thus easier to find and destroy. Thorny volunteered for the second watch so Tre-Llanna took the third.

With that decided Thorny and Tre stretched out and immediately fell asleep. Not having had much rest the previous night made for a sound sleep that night, and the sand-softened ground was more comfortable than the arena benches.

Despite often staying up all night hunting until dawn, Kao’Raq struggled to keep his eyes open, devising various ways to keep his mind busy and stay awake until his watch was up. Finally, as it seemed he would not be able to withstand the exhaustion any longer, the position of stars indicated that six hours, or close to it, had past and he went over to awaken Thorny.

As the young warrior shook the sleep out of his eyes and stretched to get the blood flowing again, Kao reached out and placed his hand on Thorny again, saying a silent prayer to Umaria. Healing warmth flowed between the two once more. 

During his watch, Thorny alternated between warming himself at the fire and stalking outside the camp's perimeter. The limited water at hand needed to last and eating as little as possible from both the rice and the broth would make what there was last longer. Kao'Raq, he mused, might find displeasure in that, but he reasoned that fresh game might extend the water supply slightly. Perhaps the real reason was to prolong having to dig into the pickled fish, which didn't rank among his favorites.

So he carried his bow and kept a lookout for something tasty to serve as breakfast. He wasn't sure what might be found there but had an image of desert rats. That wasn't very heartening but it might have to do. If anything was found, he planned to skin it away from camp so less offense would be taken and so he could bury the remains elsewhere to keep unwanted scavengers away from the camp. He figured that any desert rats he caught could be passed off as something more appropriate with hopefully no one the wiser.

He was careful, though, to remain well within sight of the camp, in case trouble did arise. The stars continued their journey across the night’s dark expanse and soon it was Tre-Llanna’s turn at the watch. Still tired from lack of sleep but feeling much better with Kao’s unexplainable healing, Thorny lay back down and was quickly fast asleep again.

Tre, on her part, allowed the fire to die down as it hindered her elven night vision.

Her watch past uneventful as well and as the sun began to rise she re-kindled the fire and nudged the other two. After a couple of unsuccessful attempts to wake Kao, she finally resorted to a not so gentle boot to his posterior.

“Rise and shine boys, we still have a lot of ground to cover so I'd suggest we get moving soon.”

Everyone had gotten a good solid six hours of sleep and felt much refreshed, although it was clear that a few more hours of sleep were needed for everyone to be at their best.

They broke camp and after a quick breakfast were off on the horses again. Thorny suggested that they not push their horses as hard as the previous day. Despite the slower rate, towards the end of the day a tall tower could be seen in the distance. It was quite close to the mountains and looked so similar in color to them that they commented that it must have been constructed of the same rock as the mountain. It was round and its top was crowned with a parapet with several pointed merlons that extended much higher than necessary and gave the tower the look of an enormous claw reaching out of the ground.

As the group got closer, the tower was more discernable. It stood at around sixty feet tall at the very tip with a base diameter of around forty feet, tapering towards the top. A barn could be seen nearby and a large set of stables next to the barn. Some camels could be seen wandering in and out of the stables. Large, ponderous creatures but with a steady gait. A teenage boy was feeding and watering the camels, while a woman and a small child were gathering clothing from a string of rope tied between two posts. A teenage girl over by the barn looked to be engaged in target practice with a bow. As they watched, though, she would stop shooting every now and again, unstring the bow, pick a tool from a selection on a table next to her, carve a bit into the wood, then re-string the bow to fire again.

As they approached the tower, another teenage boy glanced up and waved at them then ran off towards the well with empty buckets. The trio rode up to the barn about the same time that the teenage boy came walking back from the well, his buckets full of water. He dumped the buckets into a trough and said, “Hello, my name is Donald Gundapoor and welcome to the Eagle Claw Tower. You may tie your Steppe Ponies up here and they will be stabled, fed and brushed down for you. I'll go fetch some more water so you can clean up from your travel.”

The boy then rushed off back to the well again while the trio dismounted and tied their horses to the hitching post next to the trough. The horses gladly dipped into the water and seemed to really be enjoying the rest.

Within minutes Donald was huffing back from the well with two more water buckets. “If you will follow me to the south side of the barn, I will make sure you have some soap with which to clean up. If you would like a full bath, I am sure we can start heating up some water for one. We have two tubs for use in the private rooms. If you want anything washed, just put them into a pile and we will take care of them. I can also clean, oil, or sharpen any weapons or armor you might have.”

“Good!” Thorny exclaimed. “I have a splint shirt that requires some attention and I'm afraid that it's beyond my skills to repair. If possible I believe that the padding needs to be replaced entirely. If not, then it will at least need to be doused in boiling water to rid it of any inhabitants it might contain. I'll gladly pay for your service in this. Perhaps it is too rotten altogether, in which case I would like to discuss with you or your father what you have in your stores that I could replace mine with. Please see me about it later.”

“I'll definitely clean and oil the sections on the splint,” Donald chimed in. “We can come up with extra padding too. You'll have to ask mom about the payment, but I will do what I can. We really don't have any armor except leather and hide armor. Then again, the new armor we just made from an ettin is pretty impressive. Jaeldron said he cast a spell on it too.

Tre-Llanna then stepped up. “Well met young Donald, I am Tre-Llanna. A quick wash up will suffice for now, although a bath would be welcome after the evening meal.” She grabbed her bag from her pony and followed the lad to the barn. “Tell me lad, who do we see about acquiring rooms for the night and restocking our supplies?”

Donald turned to Tre-Llanna and answered non-chalantly, “I will go ahead and prepare the water for a bath after dinner if you like.” He then blushed as he realized that the cloaked rider, now with hood down, was actually a rather attractive elven woman. "Er... I mean...my sister will be drawing the bath for you. Uh… as far as the rooms for the night and supplies, my mother Helga will be able to take care of that. She just went inside the Tower.”

Tre-Llanna smiled at the youth’s discomfort as he back peddled from his earlier words. “It's alright, your sister will be fine. Helga you say?” She turned to her two companions and told them, “Go ahead and wash up, I'll see about getting us a couple of rooms and refreshing our supplies.” She then shouldered her pack and headed off to the tower to find Helga.


As Donald led the other two to the barn, another teenage boy began unhooking the saddles and supplies from the horses and leading the horses into the barn.

Kao'Raq followed after the young lad, his jaw almost to the ground. ‘Soap? Wash? Well mannered humans?’ He considered the possibility that he was hallucinating, or had died and had reached one of Umaria's angelic Watch Towers. As he reached the barn he smelled the manure and heard the incessant clucking of barnyard chickens. He laughed to himself, for it was real. An oasis in a desert of evil.

For Thorny, he was left feeling a little off. Normally the tasks that the two lads were tending to would be carried out by himself were this his home. It felt strange to have others do it for him. Kao'Raq and Tre-Llanna both appeared to not think twice about this treatment, though, so he decided to follow suit. He followed the one named Donald so that he might clean up somewhat and make himself presentable to their host. “I think that I too will wait until after dinner to bathe. I'm afraid the only clothing that I have is what is being worn now.”

Thorny waited until Kao was finished cleaning up and as he wiped the soapy water from his hair he looked out into the direction of the desert. His shoulder felt much better and the bruising had diminished but still visible with the colors of faint blue and yellow. ‘A hot bath later would be just the thing for it’, he thought.

“Donald, how long has this tower stood here? It is very impressive. Menacing even. I can't imagine that it was created merely to serve as a way station for travelers such as us.”

Donald answered “Oh… the Tower. Well, supposedly the elves built the Tower sometime after they built their city but before the disaster. Tthe gnomes once told us that it was a work in progress by one of the merchants in the city. Since it was a trade route the merchant wanted to set up a guard tower that announced his guild and protected his caravans. Unfortunately, the city had its disaster and the Tower went unfinished. At least by elven standards that is. I happen to like the place as it is. Dad thinks they took the side of a mountain and carried it over here and planted it in the ground. Then they hollowed it out. The weird thing is that there is no chisel marks anywhere. Anyway, dad said that the elves abandoned it . He talked with an elven counsel and they granted him the use of the Tower. He bought the land from the Confederacy, and we have been here ever since. The gnomes mentioned that the finished product would have had an enclosed wall like a fort and the walls of the Tower would have been smooth with engraving all over it. Who knows what the elves would have built if they had the time?”

Kao'Raq was torn between fatigue, hunger, and the excitement of being in an elven tower. He chattered uncharacteristically with the young boys and his natural charm seemed to infect the two as well.

“How soon do we eat? Do I have time to rest before? Did the elves build any secret rooms in the tower? Thank you, I'm very thirsty. What do you know about the gnomish citadel? I come from far in the west. Yes it has been a long journey. Have you ever been to the Trading Post? Do any elves stop here? I worship Umaria The Watchfull. Few people have heard of her...here in the east, that is.”

Donald tried to answer as many of Kao'Raq's questions as best he could. Derrick had also sidled near as the ponies had been taken care of. The answers flew from both of them in intervals.

“We should eat in about an hour.”

“Probably vegetable stew since dad hasn't some back yet. He will probably have something for tomorrow.”

“And we have plenty of ale since Jaeldron got his spells back. He was a bit down on his luck and couldn't pay for his room or board, so when he got his spells back he started casting spells left and right to try and pay dad back for helping him out. He had this spell that changes water into other stuff and we now have three 20 gallon barrels of ale and a ten gallon barrel of some lemon stuff that a priest brought by. He even had this spell that made the laundry do itself.”

“Potato and vegetable stew is fine by me but no wine for me. Water will do well enough,” Kao’Raq commented.

“You can rest in the tower or anywhere around here for that matter. We will get you when dinner is ready.”

“No secret rooms that we know of. And believe me, we've looked. Nope, just rock.”

“Haven't really been to the Citadel yet, the gnomes always came here instead.”

“Do you mean the Kobold trader? Dad's really hot about that one. He's not to keen on having kobolds this close.”

However at the mention of the Trading Post, the eyes lit up on both youths, “Were YOU there? Wow, what was it like? Were there lots of monsters? Are the kobolds mean? Did they try to eat you?” “Who's Umaria? And what's she watching?” “Yeah, a couple of elves came through here on a caravan early last week.”

Kao'Raq told the boys that Umaria was an ancient elven goddess who watched for evil. However he was vague on the details of the trading post, uncertain if the boys' father would approve. He did ask about their father, impressed that the elves gave him leave to live in their tower, and by the fine young boys he was raising.

About his father, Donald told Kao'Raq, “He used to travel a lot and knows quite a few elves. They didn't seem to want this place. Something about bad memories. Anyway, dad traveled nomadically with the elves for many years. That is, of course, until he met mom. Mom says she settled him down and taught him to grow roots.”

Derrick nudged Donald in the ribs, “I think those roots pulled out when he saw the ogre and that priest, though.”

The two chuckled with an inside joke.

Finally, as the boys had other chores to do, Kao’Raq found a quiet spot and settled back to rest until the call to dinner.

Back at the Tower, Tre-Llanna had easily ducked inside the open seven-foot door frame. The interior was cool and dry and smelled lightly of laundry soap. The source of the smell was a slim yet sturdy woman who was folding sheets with a small child at her side. The little girl was probably causing more work for her mother by 'helping' to fold, yet her mother seemed quite approving of the effort. The woman appeared to be in her middle to late thirties and wore a simple woolen shirt and a full-length skirt with an apron full of wooden clothespins. She looked up as Tre-Llanna entered and stood up to present herself.

“Welcome to the Eagle Claw Tower. I assume you will be needing rooms for the night. Private rooms are five silver each, the common room is two silver per person. The horses can be fed, watered, brushed down and sheltered in the barn for another five silver each. Donald or Derrick may have already offered it, but services such as a hot bath and laundry are available. Simply give the boys a few coppers for each service and they will do a good job. Try not to over tip too much, or we'll never hear the end of them talking about what they will buy when they go into town. We have some robes you can borrow while your clothing dry. The boys can clean, sharpen and oil your weapons or armor as well. If you have any leather or clothing that needs mending, let me know and I can help. What else would you like to know about?”

Tre-Llanna listened to the list of services then mentally counted the coins in her pouch. The calculation took a distressingly short time.

“I can only speak for myself, but a bed in the common room is just fine. As for our ponies, they were what we needed to get us this far. However, our path now takes us into the desert. I noticed as we rode in that you have several camels. Would you like to acquire some sturdy ponies as well?”

Helga pondered a little then responded, “I believe I saw you come in on five ponies? Price-wise I'd say that is a fair swap for three camels. A camel can carry around 330lbs and still travel at it's normal pace. Since none of you are heavily armored or carrying too much weight, you should be able to carry both yourselves and a ten gallon barrel of water. That should get you pretty far. The common room is on the next floor up, so is the bath. We actually have two tubs, one in the third floor as well and dinner should be in about an hour. We're having stew tonight. My husband will probably be bringing back a deer to cook, but since he hasn't gotten here yet, I won't have anything ready for tonight. I hope you like potatoes and vegetables. I think Matilda found some good mushrooms so they will be added as well. The stew is included in the room cost, though ale and wine are extra. I can have the boys get the camels ready for you in the morning.”

Tre-Llanna nodded at the fair swap. “Potatoes and vegetables sound wonderful. I will probably indulge in a bath after dinner as well. As for the swap, five ponies for three camels sounds fine. Since you seem to be open to barter, we also have some gear specifically for the mountains. Climbing gear and heavy cloaks. Would you be interested in those items for say… three abas and sand goggles?”

Helga agreed to trade the cloaks and climbing gear for abas and goggles. “You'll definitely need those,” she said with a smile.

Tre-Llanna went back outside to gather the bartered gear, still amazed at the fair price she had received for the trade. After plopping the stuff in the middle of the kitchen floor, she headed for the south side of the barn to wash up for dinner while Helga took the stuff to their equipment room.

By turning in their cloaks, rope, grappling hook and harnesses, Tre-Llanna had bartered for three very good abas and three pairs of sun goggles. Helga even threw in hats for each one and emphasized, as only a mother could emphasize, that if anyone did not wish to wear a hat they should purchase some sunburn ointment.

An hour later Helga called everyone in for dinner. As the boys had mentioned earlier, the fare for the night was potato stew with many vegetables, including mushrooms and a few very pleasant spices to accent the flavor. Bread, ale, and wine was readily available as well, just as Donald had said. Due to all of the trades from Tre-Llanna, Helga didnn't even charge for any of the drinks. Kao didn’t seem impressed but Thorny sure was!

Everyone had their fill and then Helga, Madeline and Matilda started clearing the tables.

The boys started to go outside when Kao’Raq asked about the laundry service, showing his soiled boots as well.

Donald answered, “I can polish up the boots tonight during your bath if you like. Same with the clothes. Just pile your clothes in the corner over there and we have some old robes you can wear while the clothes dry overnight.”

The two then quickly went back go outside to take care of their chores and while the girls were washing and cleaning, Helga suggested that the three take a look at the Tower’s merchandise.

At that Thorny brought up the subject of his armor. “My own is decent but will need some amount of repair. Also, I am not sure that I would enjoy carrying the weight of it across the desert on my shoulders. Donald mentioned that you might have others for sale and that I should discuss the matter with you.”

Thirty minutes later the boys returned from their outside chores and were handed buckets of hot water for the baths. Many buckets later and both tubs were full. Tre took the third floor tub and Kao urged Thorny to go ahead of him on the second floor tub.

Thorny did not hesitate and piling his clothes into the wash pile, eased into the tub and tried to let the hot soapy water soak away his remaining aches.

Around 9 p.m., Schlavig Gundapoor returned. He had washed up a bit outside but still looked like he had been out in the woods for a while. He swept Helga up in a bear hug. The children heard his return by their moms laughter and came running. With wide arms he scooped them up as well for a big hug. The guests, now much refreshed from having a delicious dinner and a hot bath, came down to meet the one who had made all this possible.

“Hello to all,” he greeted the guests. “I am eager to hear everyone's story. I seem to be around interesting people of late and the times keep getting more and more curious. So have another mug of ale and I'll stoke the fire for better conversation.”

Then Schlavig, with a bowl of soup in his hands, listened intently to each story and about each person's history while he ate. He was genuinely interested and always made sure the speaker's cup was full of whatever they were drinking.

Schlavig was a tall man, but not overly built. His muscles seemed built more from climbing cliffs than lifting heavy objects. He seemed very relaxed and the trio got the impression that he would be equally capable in heavy battle, or hugging his small children. He had a proud bearing, yet completely without any sense of pomp or circumstance. Seeing them all together now Thorny marveled that the Gundapoor's wore simple yet very sturdy clothing with no hint of wealth when it was perfectly obvious from the structures and equipment lying around that money wasn't much of an issue. Thorny whispered his observations to Tre, who nodded, understanding now why her swap deal had come out so well for them when she had been prepared to haggle and dikker and didn’t need to.

Kao’Raq suspected that there was much more to Schlavig than appearances showed and he greeting the master of the tower enthusiastically and compliment him on the fine lads he was raising. He continued by relating his own history. He went as far as confiding in him of the ancient elf that had guided him to Umaria's worship and, careful not to be specific due to the children present, let Schlavig know that he knew much history that was no longer common knowledge. Most recently, though, he told Schlavig how six bugbears had ambushed him and stole his armor and weapons and how he would miss them in his ongoing quest, of how he escaped the Trading Post Arena and met his companions, and of what he thought of the foul Figorous!

“I can only agree with any assessment of Figorous that paints him in a bad light.” Schlavig said as Kao’Raq finished his story. “I will say that he is far more intelligent than most kobolds I have encountered. He keeps his distance from me and I am thankful for that. Soon, though, he may not be a thorn in my side. It seems he has angered the wrong creature with his business practices. I expect in a short time he will see the bad side of quite a few ogres if my hunch is correct.”

Now wearing clean brown breeches and white tunic and no longer sporting her cloak, Tre-Llanna’s elven features were very obvious and when she introduced herself and began her story, Schlavig’s expression changed a little. Memories of his time with the elves briefly flirted with his tired body and mind.

“Not much of a story really. I wasn't ambushed or robbed, or forced to fight in an arena. I simply heard about some trouble at the Citadel and decided to have a look for myself,” she shrugged her shoulders and sipped her drink. “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

He nodded and grinned at Tre-Llanna's response. “I understand wanderlust and curiosity quite well.”

Thorny spoke up last. “There is little to say sir. I have no home to speak of and I cannot say where my path takes me. I do not know. For now that path is tied into that of my companions whose stories you have just heard. My own experience with the hold that we've just come from is something that I am still trying to understand. The hobgoblins I met there were quite friendly. I fully expected to be done in by them in some unmentionable fashion. On the other hand I was almost spitted while sleeping by a human I found out later was also associated with the place. By any chance have you had any dealings with a band known as the Bloody Fists?”

Schlavig replied, “I haven't heard of the Bloody Fists, but then again, I don't keep with hobgoblins. Are there any other questions anyone would like to ask?”

Kao’Raq inquired about the Gnome Citadel and the history of the Tower.

“In these parts the giants have been stirred up,” Schlavig started. “Something is building and I'm not quite sure what. I have seen more giants in the last few weeks than in the last few years combined. Something is driving them out of the mountains and into the lowlands. This is bad news for those living in the lowlands. The gnomes haven't been heard from in many months, but I fail to believe that the gnomes couldn't handle a few giants. Something else is wrong. I am glad you intend to investigate. You are not the first to come by here though. There have been other outings by larger groups. I only hope you meet with success, as we’ve not heard from those other groups yet.”

Then Schlavig sat back and with a sip of his drink went into the history of Eagle Claw Tower. “The tower was built by the elves around 3,700 years ago. Or more accurately, it was in the process of being built by the elves. It was a merchant's project at the time, not sponsored by the elven government. He paid a powerful Wizard to move a part of the mountain and plant it into the ground here. Then gnome magicians were brought in to hollow out the solid rock. According to the gnomes it was never finished. Personally, I think it suits me as it is. Back in my more nomadic days I found the tower and rid it of the occupants at the time. It was being used by a kobold trader to steal gnome supplies and ambush the caravans from Whiterock. The gnomes were constantly having to clear it out and once they left to go back to their citadel, the kobolds would move back in and start up their old habits. When I met Helga, we decided that if we were to have children, we needed a good place to raise them up right. Since neither one of us likes the city, I thought of the Tower. I contacted the elven government to find out about the tower and they told me its owner had died in the Devil Wars. I told them about the trouble the tower was having and offered to occupy it as a way station to travelers. They were not really interested in the tower and to them a friendly place to stop by in the forest was always a good thing. They granted me leave to occupy the tower for 100 years. Not much to an elf, but quite a long time for me. They did not grant me the title or ownership of the land, just occupation. My children will have to petition for themselves in order to continue habitation. How they act and live will determine whether the Tower stays available to them.”

Helga then brought up the subject of armor for Thorny. “Thorny, now that Schlavig is here, he can help you with your armor problem.”

“And me a sword,” Kao chimed in.

With that, Tre-Llanna decided to go ahead and distribute the new items she had traded the mountaineering gear for and putting her mug down on the table, unceremoniously said, “I’ll be right back.”

They all glanced her way as she left but on returning his gaze to Schlavig, Thorny noticed his questioning eyes and tried to explain his situation, the origin of his current armor, and what he needed.

“I suppose we might be able to suitably attire you. It seems your companion is in need of stout armor as well, and you seem to want something other than what you have. Perhaps we can find the right fit for all. I highly recommend your entire group being fully armed and armored before heading out into the desert. I, myself, rather dislike the heaviness of metal armor. It limits my movement and reduces my speed. Helga just got through making a rather interesting piece of armor. Our resident wizard even cast a few spells on it for good measure. Though I doubt it is anything truly powerful, It doesn't hurt to have a few tricks up your sleeve. An Ettin attacked my home a bit ago. He was slain and no one was killed. Helga has used his hide to create armor. It is full armor right now, but with a few adjustments, she could turn it into a lighter version. I suspect she could modify it to allow the same movement normally capable with leather armor. If you are interested in it, then we could size your splint armor to fit your companion and both of you would be well armored. As far as arms,” he said turning to Kao'Raq, “you should speak with Derrick or Donald. They are always grabbing up old weapons. Most likely they are well practiced with, but sturdy and capable. Either of them would most likely lend you a needed weapon with the promise of getting a better weapon in return. I don't sell weapons other than bows, so they are your best hope.”

Then Thorny whispered to Kao, “Hmm… if we need to be well equipped for any problems we encounter shouldn't we also make provision now to secure armor for Tre-Llanna? I don't remember seeing any with her.”

Kao whispered back “Why should Tre-Llanna need armor?” Then he replied, “We do not want to put you to any trouble. I am quite comfortable in metal armor, and although this leather is very light, I feel exposed in it. But the splint would also be an improvement. And a bow would be most welcome! I would be honored to see your wares.”

“Yes sir, I think I could go for that,” Thorny happily agreed. “The only detail left is how much will both it and the alteration for the splint be.” Then Thorny asked Tre and Kao, “By doing this I wonder if we shouldn't delay our journey by a day or two so that these people aren't overly put upon with our requests?”

Deeply in thought Kao'Raq answered, “Tarry is the devil's ally, friend Bertram, and listening to Schlavig's tales of giants roaming free confirms that something most foul is afoot.” Then, turning to the boys, Kao'Raq asked them if they had a long sword he could borrow in exchange for a reward when he returned

The boys literally jumped up and ran, trying to be the first to get the offered 'reward'.

When the noise of the boys had subsided to mere thumps, Helga told Thorny, “Don't worry about our time. The boys will most likely sleep most of tomorrow, and I will let them. I can fit the ettin armor to you and fix up the splint for Kao'Raq by the second hour after sunrise. The ettin armor we are selling for forty-five gold, and cleaning, replacing the padding, and fixing the splint will cost another five gold.”

Thorny whispered again to Kao’Raq, “Considering what little I overheard from your squabble with Tre-Llanna before, I have to wonder if you aren't underestimating her just because she's a woman. I'm sorry. You may be simply trying to be noble but I think she can take care of herself. At any rate, she is an equal member in our little company and needs to be ready for any trouble we may find ourselves in, for our sakes as well as hers.”

Squirming a little at recollecting his earlier confrontation with the half-elfin maiden, Kao'Raq whispered back. “She is our guide, and we must protect her from danger.” He could tell, however, from Thorny's expression, that the other did not agree with him, and frowned as he searched for the right words to express himself but ended up mumbling, “So be it. If she wants armor, it is certainly not my place to deny it to her. Now what do you propose we do with this Ettin armor?”

“I think it would look good on me,” was Thorny’s reply.

Schlavig then said with a broad smile, “I believe you are in luck with the bow as well. My daughter has finished her first longbow. I am sure she would be willing to trade the bow for a 'reward' similar to the boys. I believe it would also be a good thing for you to tell others the quality of her craftsmanship. She is only beginning in her trade but has already shown outstanding workmanship. A few well-placed words would help to further the value of her bows. You strike me as a man who could handle that task.”

At that, Schlavig’s older daughter quickly left the room yelling over her shoulder, “Just a minute, I’ll be right back.”

No sooner had she left they heard one of the boys bounding back downstairs. It was Derrick bringing a long sword. The sword was quite scratched and scarred, due to obvious practice. Nevertheless, the sword had been well oiled and maintained and Derrick even offered to sharpen it before they left. Donald made his way down the stairs looking a bit downtrodden that he couldn't find his sword fast enough, but held up a very solid-looking wooden shield, hoping for a similar 'reward'.

Thorny, noticing Derrick’s mood for being beaten to the punch by Donald, said, “Derrick, you wouldn't also happen to have a large knife around that you'd be willing to part with would you?”

Derrick perked up a bit and gave an excited ‘Sure do!” and raced back up to his room.

Kao was still inspecting the sword when the daughter returned with a pitch black recurved bow. It looked slightly shorter than most, but a quick pull on the string assured Kao that its strength was in no way diminished. The girl informed Kao that the bow had been hand-rubbed with wood charrings and quickly sealed with a wax overlay to accomplish the black finish. She pointed out her branding on the inside of the bow to show who made the longbow.

Tre-Llanna then suddenly appeared from the stairway carrying two bundles. Plopping down a bundle for each of her friends, she sat back down, took a sip of her drink. She was about to say something when she noticed the bow Kao was inspecting and asked to have a look.

Nodding in appreciation she commented, “Very nice work. Personally, I prefer the crossbow, but I've seen many bows, and this is a fine one.” She had another sip before continuing, “We'd best finish our business here soon and get some rest. It's five days to the well, and the desert sands can really take it out of you. These bundles are items that I traded in exchange of our climbing gear. They’re called abas. Along with the goggles and hat, you stand a better chance of surviving out there. I also traded our horses for camels.”

Kao'Raq, finished with his inspection of the long sword and longbow, was pleased and he was also relieved that Tre-Llanna had praised the young lady. He felt uncomfortable speaking with her and was struggling with the right words to say. However, bounding noises interrupted whatever he had come up with and Derrik’s excitement as he came into the kitchen carrying a very sharp and well maintained hefty blade pretty much but an end to it.

Derrick carefully handed the dagger to Thorny, who, after a quick inspection, said, “Very nice. Yes, this will do nicely. Derrick, name your price. I can pay in coin or if you prefer I can return with something for you in exchange later as Kao'Raq has promised your brother and sister.” At that he turned and smiled at Madeline, blushing a little.

He tried to hide the blush by pulling out his money pouch but before he could fish any money out Derrick made it clear that he would opt for a surprise on Thorny’s return. Thorny smiled with relief as he knew his funds were getting low and there might be other stuff he wanted from the Gundapoor stores. He counted out the amount for the hide armor and alteration and put it on the table. Seeing so much piled on the table he squirmed for just a moment over letting go of it. ‘Oh well, easy come, not THAT easy mind you, easy goes,’ he reminded himself of the old saying. He then pulled himself out of this short trance, looked around to see if anyone noticed, and then will push the stack over to Mrs. Gundapoor, asking, “How soon will you be needing us for the fitting?”

Mrs. Gundapoor replied, “I'll be happy to fit you right now,” and grabbed a piece of cloth and a piece of chalk and motioned for Thorny to stand up. She then proceeded to measure Thorny's arm length, torso, etc. and marking off the lengths on the cloth with the chalk.

While Helga measured Thorny he thanked her for her kindness. “Mrs. Gundapoor, you have been very kind but there is one last purchase I would like to make. For the knife I've just purchased I would like a swath of heavy cloth about four or five feet long to tie it up in. No, I won't need anything special made. I think that should be all I need.”

“Sure, I have what you need, for one gold coin,” she said, not taking the time from her measurements to figure out what Thorny needed it for.

Then Thorny turned to Tre-Llanna and blurted, “Tre-Llanna, before you go! If you don't have armor of your own we should perhaps see if we can cover you as well. Kao'Raq's leather will be unused and I'm sure there is an alternative if you don't care for that. You may need it.”

Started a bit, she looked up at Thorny a little confused, then smiled and replied, “Don't worry about me,” and she opened her hand quickly causing a bright flash of light. “I have other means of protection.” Then she stood, emptied her mug, stretched, and said, “Good night to you all.”

Meanwhile, Kao had picked up Thorny’s hobgoblin splint armor and was checking it for size. Schlavig put Kao’Raq at ease, “Since the splint mail is fitted with straps and buckles, you won't need it fitted. Just simply adjust it as you put it on. You might want Thorny to help you the first time, but subsequently it should be no problem to put it on. And don't worry about your armor or gear. Everything will be looked after and we will try to get you on your road as soon as possible tomorrow morning. Have good sleep and I'll see you for breakfast.”

Kao smiled and nodding at Schlavig, thanked him. He then returned to his chair and waited for Thorny to finish up his measuring.

That didn’t take long and they were both soon on their way to the common sleeping room on the second floor. They were quite surprised when they reached the room to see actual beds in the room. The concept of having a bed was quite unusual, as most common rooms at inns were simply an empty room where one would lay his bedroll down on an empty spot and hoped it didn’t get to crowded, with people or bugs. Here, on the other hand, not having a great deal of space, the tower had built bunk beds and placed several in the room. They were all very sturdy and comfortable, and the three had a very pleasant night's sleep.

The next morning Thorny awoke to find Kao meditating, to Umaria he presumed, and Tre studying a book, a book of spells he also presumed from her small display the night before. He smelled food and as soon as he was dressed, all three went down to a hearty breakfast of eggs and fresh bread with butter and the choice of either juice or milk to drink. All was delicious, though the milk was definitely not cow's milk. It was a bit thicker with a stronger taste, though very filling. Had they asked, they would have been told it was camel’s milk.

With breakfast over, they returned to their sleeping room to gather up their stuff. Their clean clothes had been laid at their bunks and Kao’s clean boots placed neatly on the floor beside his bed. All weapons and armor also had been oiled, sharpened and well taken care of, including Thorny’s new ettin hide armor. It was not a full suit of hide but only half a suit, covering only the chest and shoulders. It weighed about twenty-five pounds and was sewn together with the ettin's own hair and a few tassles of the giant's hair sewn on each shoulder. It color was a dark tan hide with black stitching. The best part was that it allowed Thorny his full range of motion and yet thick enough to provide slightly better protection than the common cow hide leather armor. It also came with a pair of bracers, shin guards, and thigh guards.

Kao helped him into his new armor and Thorny helped Kao adjust the hobgoblin splint for Kao’s size. Kao, still sporting a nasty bruise from his imprisonment and escape said a prayer to Umaria and the pain eased up a good bit, enough to don the armor comfortably.

Tre-Llanna, on the other hand, merely grabbed up her stuff, deciding to pack her clean clothes so as to have something clean to wear once they arrived at the Gnome Citadel, and went to check on the animals. Coming out of the tower and into the bright sunlight, she saw Derrick and Donald tying down the last of their supplies and equipment to the sides of the camels. Derrick and Donald looked a bit haggard for staying up most of the night to accomplish everything, but they mentioned a nap later on more than once, assuring her that they would get their needed rest soon. Derrick pointed out that he had packed an additional forty pounds of fodder onto her camel and ten pounds each on the other two. “It's a good thing to load the camels up as much as you can without slowing them down. In case they get a bit grumpy you can give them the extra food after a few days. That will liven them up and they will continue a bit happier. We finished everything you needed, though some of the clothes may still be a bit damp.”

Tre-Llanna double-checked the way their gear was distributed and packed on the camels nodded her satisfaction with the job the two boys had done in getting them ready. She donned her aba and made sure the hat and goggles were easily accessible. She presented quite a different sight to Kao and Thorny as they trod up to the camels.

Climbing up onto her camel she looked back at her two companions. “We'd best get started. It's five days to the next water, and the Citadel is even farther beyond.” She then turned and waived to the rest of the Gundapoor family who stood waiting at the Tower doorway. “Thank you for your hospitality. We will be sure to stop back here on our return. Hopefully we will have more interesting stories to tell.”

Derrick and Donald helped secure Kao and Thorny’s gear on their camels and then, after some thirty more minutes of learning how to get the camels to kneel for the trio to mount or dismount, then stand back up without getting thrown, they were off into the desert.

Once into the desert, the camels took about an hour or so to settle into a steady gait. It was a bit stranger than horses, since camels moved both legs on a single side instead of alternating like a horse did. This led to a feeling not unlike sailing as the camel constantly swayed from one side to the other. Nor did the camels have as fast a pace as horses, but the longer legs compensated for that somewhat.

As the morning grew into late morning, the heat slowly increased as they made their way deeper into the desert. Less and less plants were spotted and these were mostly just scrub brush and an occasional cactus. With no sign of any other life, this created an eerie feeling, as each one had always been near forests and all the little critters that lived in them. For now at least, the stomping and occasional spitting of the camels made up the majority of the noise along the trail, the wind made up for the rest.

Towards the end of the day they had managed to travel over forty miles. They were starting to look for a place to make camp when they spotted in the distance a pile of something with the first animal activity they had seen all day, excepting for a few basking sand lizards. It looked like scavengers were picking at something, but whatever it was it appeared to be spread out somewhat. As they got closer Tre thought she counted some five vultures and possibly two coyotes, or other similar animal. They were spread out enough, some thirty square feet or so, so the scavengers were able to their own whatever without infringing on each other’s territory.

The party did not speed up but remained at their usual pace until they approached close enough to see many parts of skeletons scattered around the area, almost haphazardly thrown around. Quite a few bones were missing and the ones that remained appeared to be broken or smashed in different places. Most of the skin and muscle had been striped from the bodies by scavengers and to a lesser extent, ants and bugs. It was hard to piece together who the victims were, but Thorny's best guess was that it was a squad of hobgoblins.

A few broken shields and a broken crossbow remained to indicate a battle. Several broken arrows could be seen as well. There was absolutely nothing of value that could be seen either. At the rate the scavengers were carrying on, they doubted if any signs of this battle would even be there by the time they came back through. A quick count of visible skulls tallied up to nine hobgoblins.

Tre-Llanna, thankful for the break, dismounted and after shooing a few vultures away began a closer inspection of the remains. After spending some time examining the battle site and hearing Thorny's take on the situation, she sighed a resigned sigh. “I don't know about the two of you, but I don't feel like spending the night in the middle of this. I'd suggest we ride a bit further on before we make camp.”

Kao'Raq nodded his agreement. “Though it is nature's way, I find it morbid. But let us make way carefully, since that which killed these Hobs may still be around.”

Thorny volunteered to act as scout but decided to do it afoot, his backside already hurting quite a bit, a painful reminder of his own words not long ago, ‘I would sooner be tied to Farmer Getty's windmill during a summer storm than ride one of those beasts.’
Thorny handed the reins of his camel to Kao and proceeded on foot, looking for sings in the sand that would indicate if they were on the same path as the survivors of the battle. Still not entirely used to his mount he wobbled somewhat the first few dozen feet but finally steadied himself. His long shadow reminded him how late it was getting and the shadows cast by every lump and bump in the desert surface made it hard to discern tracks from natural erosion.

Lost in thought for a few minutes Thorny suddenly looked back at Tre and asked, “Tre-Llanna, on your travels here before did you ever see or hear talk of trolls? Some hobgoblin friends of mine seemed to think hunting trolls a decent business so I'm wondering if maybe this bunch ran into one they couldn't handle.”

Swaying with the movement of the camel, Tre pondered the question for a moment. “I've never heard of Desert Trolls before. I've also never heard of trolls using bows and arrows before either. There are a lot of things to worry about in the desert, but trolls aren't one of them.” She looks around, scanning the area for signs of anything then added, “Still, it probably wouldn't be a bad idea for us to keep a watch tonight.”

Thorny grimaced as he realized how stupid the question was. Ignorance of common folklore creatures was not the impression he wanted to give to his new friends. ‘Oh, well. Just chalk it up to Thorny being a goober again,’ he chided himself.

After about another hour of riding, Tre-Llanna tugged her camel to a halt. Calling for Thorny to stop as well she said, “I don't know about the two of you, but I think we've gone far enough for one day.” Having said that she coaxed the camel to kneel and wearily slid out of the saddle and began unpacking their camp gear.

Kao'Raq followed his guide’s lead and dismounted too. He stood for several minutes massaging his buttocks and stretching as he remembered Thorny’s initial difficulty right off the saddle and he thought it would be unseemly for him to waddle! A few minutes later, after getting the blood circulating normally again he lent Tre-Llanna a hand in making camp.

The night past uneventfully and the trio traveled on. Bertram, in the saddle again, suddenly gave a shout and pointed to the ground. The other two stopped to look and verified his finding, the trail of approximately two wagons. By their ruts, the wagons seemed to carry a fair amount of weight, but not overloaded. By the erosion signs he guessed that the trail was only days old and suspected that they might catch up to it soon, as they would be moving much faster than wagons.  Thorny took a few minutes to walk around and also found footprints, which meant that there was probably a guard around the wagons. He was able to differentiate the prints of four camels, two wagons, and four different sets of footprints.

Looking down at the tracks Tre-Llanna listened to Bertram's assessment them commented, “Didn't Schlavig say something about other larger groups heading this way as well? These might belong to one of them. Who knows, perhaps we will have company tonight or tomorrow.” Tre calculated that, after three days in the desert they had traveled about 130 miles and thought that the well should not be much more than a day or so more away.

“Let us pray that we meet friends, rather than devil-worshipers we will have to 'cleanse'!” Kao put in his bit.

Now following the wheel tracks, which now was obviously going in the same direction as they, they made camp for another quiet, dark, night under millions of bright stars.

The next day went by with very little to do other than keep exposed skin covered, and keep the camels from stopping and munching on various desert scrub bushes that miraculously found a way to survive.

The fifth day wore on the same as the previous days and they began to wonder if they were going to catch up with the wagons or if the tracks were made by a ghost caravan. However, towards the end of the day a large flash of flame and smoke startled them! They judged that the source was just a little over a mile up ahead. They continued forward and as they got closer they are able to notice more detail. Squinting their eyes they could see two wagons and two people wandering around them. Getting even closer they notice several very black humanoids climbing out of the ground near the wagons. They carried a pile of stuff to the wagons before noticing their approach. They were obviously intent on whatever their task was because they didn't seem to notice the trio until they were very close indeed!

One of the black humanoids clearly unslung a bow and held it guardingly, arrow notched and ready.

***  * ***

