Since rations were short, the group continued their discussion as they walked back towards Outpost.

Unther asked Christy, "Did many of yer arrows hit him?"

Christy shrugged and her lips came close to pouting.  "I couldn't tell you," she said honestly.  "It looked like a few did but you can't tell with wizards."

"Yeah," Daegwyn agreed, without looking at the two as he walked, petting Queib.  "You never can tell with us wizards."

Unther saw Christy’s near pout.  "Some wizards have spells which deflect arrows and such.  I was just seeing if Slaine could do it, as it will affect the way we deal with him when we find him. The trouble will be getting close enough to him to cut him down.  Having him duck arrows would have been a nice tactic so to get the blade wielders in closer.”

Rusty perked up.  "I'm gonna be a great wizard someday!"

Christy smiled and thought about one day being a great thief.  However, she kept the thought to herself.

After about an hour of walking back to Outpost, they came upon the scene of Unther and Fletch’s battle.  There were seven rat-like humanoids near the margin of the sand and grass and even in the short time since the battle the scavengers had already been at them.

Queib was all ready to chase one of the larger rats into the brush but Daegwyn restrained him as the group looked over the remains.  It was about lunchtime but nobody really felt the urge to eat at that location, other than the weasel, which smelled perfectly good food scampering into the brush.

"Not now," Daegwyn admonished out loud as he sensed Queib's intentions.  "I will make sure your belly is filled today, don't worry."

As they looked around the scene of the battle and studied the dead kobolds, the small creatures did not look too threatening.  Of course, one was missing its head.  Fletch looked around and pointed out some signs that headed back inland from shore.  “Back that way about three miles is where they were holed up.”

Rusty, with his rapier, poked around one of the kobolds to get a good look at all sides of the creature.  "So these are kobolds," he said, more to himself.

Looking out across the sea of grass, he commented, "I can see why Hannibal has such a hard time tracking these little pests.  They would be hard enough to find here, but out in the woods?"  The rest of his thoughts went unspoken.

Then a smile cracked his face. '...Ever get on without you' echoed in his head again.

Unther kicked one of the dead kobolds and caused a few rats to scurry away from their feast.  Picking one which had an intact head he casually lopped its head off at the neck, pulled out a bag, and popped it in.

  Expecting some strange looks he said, "I have it so Hannibal and company can see their enemies’ face.  A faceless enemy is harder to deal with than one which is known.  Basic battle strategy.  Back at the fighter school I trained at they had skeletons hanging so we all could see the height and size of our opponents.  Certain races needed special tactics to beat them, if time allows I will tell you about some of them over a couple of cold ales."

Rusty flinched slightly at the 'chop', then, as Unther explained his weird fixation with heads, Rusty noticed the un-attached head of the headless kobold a few feet from its body.  'Why didn't he just get that one?' the asked himself.  'Dwarves just like to chop things, I guess,' he answered himself.

Noticing the broken spears, Rusty looked them over but quickly discarded them. The points were made of stone and fire hardened wood.  Pretty effective, Rusty gathered, but also not worth much.

Glancing out over the bay, they saw Sengur some distance ahead in the boat.  Glancing back over the waving grass of the plains it was hard to see very far due to the drizzle but they all realized that the high grass could hide an army of those kobolds without any sign of their presence.

Fletch knew in his heart that it was not the time to go after the kobolds.  It was very hard for the ranger since they were his hated enemy and there were other homesteads that depend on his services, but he made a promise to help Unther get Slaine, which was also helping the others get what they wanted.  Fletch realized he could at least leave a message at Outpost of the location where the kobolds were.  Then Fletch's nose started to burn from a smell that he just noticed.  It was not the dead kobolds, so what was it?  He finally pinpointed the smell coming from the damp weasel.

‘Queib, you have eaten to much dried jerky,’ he thought.

Fletch said to everybody, "This is not a good place to stay, and I know everybody is anxious to get to Outpost.  Especially since everybody is getting wet."

Unther wiped the blade of his ax.  "Best we keep moving."  Moving over to Fletch he said, "Lad, I know from yer eyes the need to deal with those kobolds.  I will help you. After all, someone has to stitch you back up each time you pull those toothpicks in battle." Unther laughed, "Lead us to Outpost lad."

Martin looked in the direction of the kobold stronghold then joined Fletch and Unther.  In agreement with Unther he said, "Lady Luck has brought us together for a reason I think.  We can make a true difference for the good of this area.  We will soon defeat these kobolds, but today is not the day for it.  Rather, we should face them when Sengur is by our side.  Let's move on to Outpost and see what we can find."

The Baron was fairly silent on the journey back.  He mumbled something about how he would pay his debt now, and then turned to Sengur.  “Those kobolds your friends were talking about.  Do they horde much in the way of gold or silver?”

The question stopped the off key singing while Sengur replied, maybe it’s only purpose.

Replying, Sengur said, "Don't know! Seems unlikely, but as steel commands a good many gold pieces in Outpost, perhaps finding an iron mine would serve best to recover our, oops, your losses."

Sengur and the sailors kept the boat moving at a good clip and got back to Outpost way ahead of those on foot.  As the boat pulled in to the dock there were some curious stares from the sailors and stevedores but Sengur found a place on the wharf to dock and get out of the boat.

As Sengur hopped out onto the clear deck, he bumped into a man and heard “Rats.  I keep forgetting about that.  Nobody can see me!”

As the warrior looked around nervously he spied Kappy on the dock, sitting where he inadvertently had knocked him down.  “Well?” the young tax collector asked.  “Do you have anything of value to declare from your trip?  I was hoping to see the Lady of the Waves.”  Then he noticed Basil climbing up the ladder leading down to the lifeboat.  “And where is the Silver Trader?”

 Kappy was intent on getting the full story AND his taxes out of their trip.

While Kappy talked to Basil, Sengur gave each sailor ten gold coins and invited them to the Change of Fortune that night.  He told them he’d settle up on their share of the value of the boat then.

The sailors headed of and as they filed by, they each gave Kappy a gold coin as their due.

With that done, Sengur turned his attention back to Kappy and the Baron.

“So Baron.  Your taxes on the Silver Trader are due.  You were going to pay the port taxes yesterday but you left before our meeting.  You have the 1000 gold coins that you owe the empire don’t you?”

The Baron blustered, hemmed, and hawed.  “I’ve lost the Silver Trader.  That mage, Slaine, turned pirate and took it!”

Kappy’s eyes narrowed.

Sengur commented to himself, "Our Baronne here, seems to have a number of debts that are coming due for payment.  With his service, his share will no doubt serve to reduce them."

 “However, my companions and I,” and Basil indicated Sengur, “have a plan to get your payment in no time.  We know where the kobolds threatening the freeholds come from and will be exterminating them!”

Then Sengur indicated the lifeboat as the only thing he had to declare and stated his desire to hurry.  "We cannot tarry here, we must report to the General and Mage Guild, because time is of the essence in order to recoup the stolen cargo, and by implication, large amounts of tax revenue."

Sengur shook his head and said mournfully, "It would be a pity if, by holding us up before reporting, that you should insist upon taking personal responsibility for the loss."  Brightening, Sengur added, "We shall be back to carry on our conversation."

The party walking examined the kobolds in the light rain and after Unther stashed his ‘trophy’ away they all continued their trek towards Outpost.  As they past the churned up ground where the sahuagin came ashore, Rusty pointed it out to Fletch.

Unther asked Fletch, "how many sahuagin are coming ashore and any idea what for?"

Fletch replied, "I don't know why they are coming ashore but people have been killed or have disappeared. They only come at night, north of the wooden wall.  They travel south to attack Outpost and then retreat back north before entering the water.  They have been seen as far as two miles inland, but only north of Outpost.  That is why there are not many freeholds north of the city. As for how many, I can't tell but it is probably more than twenty."

Rusty added his bits of information.  "Yeah, that's what everyone in Outpost has told us.  However, they attacked us as we entered the bay.  They used a darkness spell on the Lady.  As we... blah, blah, blah..." and Rusty told Unther and Fletch the desperate battle on the Wave Dancer against the Sahuagin.  "... and I missed the priestess by THAT MUCH!  And she came after me and I ran up the mast.  That's when they grabbed Daegwyn and fled.  Grandall then jumped in after her to rescue Daegwyn.  Blah, blah, blah ..."  Rusty described in detail the different spells cast by the priestesses witness by the group and the spells their group cast, emphasizing his antagonistic jeer that brought the head priestess on board, until Unther was exhausted.

Unther, cutting the bard off before he went off on another story, replied, "Sounds like a scouting party assessing Outpost's strengths and weaknesses.  Looks like we need to set up an ambush one night after dealing with the kobolds and get some prisoners for Hannibal to question and find out what's going to happen.  Shame they haven't build any decent walls to this place, mind you a good stone supply is needed for that."

"Hehehe.  You think along the same lines as we do.  Hehehe."  Chuckled Rusty.

They finally made it back to the northern wall of Outpost and headed inland to skirt around the wall and make their way to the docks, where they assumed they would find Sengur.  As they came around the end of the wall they had to weed through the confusion of tents and frames of the new houses that were starting to go up in a haphazard manner.  They then reached the dock road and passed through the well-organized barracks area where Hannibal’s troops and thrifty adventurers were staying.

As they passed by some businesses, Unther seemed most interested in the ‘Blades and Axes’ while Alfgar and Christy looked at the Touches of Home with diametrically opposed views.  But finally they all arrive at the docks, only to see Sengur and the Baron talking with the tax assessor, Kappy.

As they approached, Kappy’s eyes turned towards the newcomers and were immediately drawn to Daegwyn’s golden staff.

“Greetings.  I was just asking Sengur what he had to declare from your trip.  Have the taxes been paid on that staff yet?”

"Declare?!" Christy yelled angrily.  "We have the following to declare: piracy, attempted murder, betrayal, assault, giant crabs, giant centipedes, paralytic poison, and a half dozen angry wet travelers!  So get the hell out of my face!"  Christy then turned briskly and headed off the docks towards the town, ignoring everything else the tax collector or anyone else said.

While Christy stomped off, Rusty leaned over to Martin and asked quietly, "Have I missed something?  I don't remember any centipedes.  Have you been holding out on telling us all your adventures?"

Daegwyn then confronted Kappy.  "Were not all of our taxes paid after the Wave Dancer docked?  Could you please check your records?  If they have indeed gone unpaid I will see to paying them."

Daegwyn then ignored Kappy and turned to his companions.  "I would like to speak with Drazoon about this Slaine fellow.  I have a feeling he may be a better source than others at the Mage Guild.  I'll be at the Touches of Home."  The mage then also proceeded towards town.

"Excuse me?"  Rusty asked, incredulous.  "Who ARE you and why should we be paying taxes on what we brought from Empire?"  Then, wanting to meet Drazoon too, followed after Daegwyn.

Unther grinned, "I have a couple of things to declare, this collection of twenty seven coppers, a dodgy looking shortsword and the contents of this sack."

Unther upended the sack and the kobold head rolled out.

"SO, what gets taxed and how much is it?" Unther asked.

Kappy stood with his mouth hanging open as Christy, Daegwyn, and Rusty made their comments and started to leave.  He then looked at Unther (the head didn’t register in his flustered state), Fletch, Sengur and Martin.

Trying to recover his composure, to those that stayed Kappy ordered, “By my power as the assessor of the Empire, I order you to wait here!”

He then turned to those leaving and muttered under his breath, “They told me to stay back in big city.”  The taxman then fumbled around in his pockets and pulled out some spider web and then started an incantation.  When the final words of the spell were uttered, he commanded, “By the power granted me by the Empire, I command you to halt!”

A huge mass of webs sprung over the dock almost from the mages feet, to the shore and the sticky mess hung off the ships docked on each side.  Rusty was stuck fast but Christy seemed to sense what was happening and ducked.

As the webs fell on Daegwyn, though, he felt his staff warm slightly and all the magical energy in a foot radius around him seemed to flow into the staff.  He found himself in a circle free from webs but still surrounded.  Queib jumped out of Daegwyn’s arm and ran around his feet chattering angrily as he poked his nose into the webs, felt it stick, then pulled back.

"HEY!  What the... pfut, pfut, ptui!" exclaimed Rusty.  "AHHHHRGGG! Christy!  He's got me!  He's gonna twirl me around and suck my brains out!  Run for your life!  Don't worry about me, just make sure you store my dried up husk in a safe place!"  Rusty somehow managed not to panic and realized that, even though immobile, he could still talk and released his fears through jocularity.

Kappy got red and shook his head at the mess and shouted to all, including some soldiers and dockhands.  “This is Empire business, those responsible, yes they are the ones stuck in the webs, will pay recompense.”

Then to those who had stayed he spoke in a more natural voice.  “There, that will hold them for a while.  Now what were you declaring again?”

Even though Christy had ducked and avoided the webs somehow, she was still trapped within the webs.

"I TOLD you what I had to declare!" Christy yelled at the presumptuous little twit, Kappy.  "Absolutely nothing besides injuries suffered trying to rescue a lost ship! You try to tax bravery and patriotism?  I am going straight to Hannibal to complain about this!  Unless you would rather kidnap us and try to ransom us for more 'tax money.'  Let me out of here!"  Christy exclaimed exasperated.

"HAA ha!  Jokes on you," laughed Rusty.  "Hey, can you figure out what the taxes on ZERO is? Hehehe!  'Cause that's all I got!"

Daegwyn smiled as he saw that the staff had prevented the web from entangling him.  He held the staff out near the edge of the hole he was standing in to see if the web would still be affected by its power.

It was not.  Daegwyn deduced that the power of the staff to absorb magical energy was just that, absorb the energy.  Once the energy took effect the staff could not affect it. 

Daegwyn turned to face Kappy through the webs, his emotion kept in check only by his force of will.

Kappy ignored the angry remarks and looked again at what Unther offered, finally seeing the kobold head.  Turning a bit white he took five copper coins from the pile.  “Um, Ah… You’re fine.  Just remember to get a chit for any new finds,” he told Unther.

Kappy absently wrote out a claim for Unther’s short sword and coins.  At the dwarfs prompting about the head, Kappy’s white face turned a bit green.  “No tax on the head.  Don’t know what it is but nobody will want it!”

Unther couldn't believe his eyes, "Five coins in twenty-seven?  What sort of tax is that?  He took nigh a fifth of what we found from the stinking kobolds. Yer sure the head is free of taxes?  It might have a gold filling!”

Kappy only shook his head.

Unther gave Fletch eleven coppers, "Well lad, we made nearly a silver for dealing with those kobold's. I can afford some ale after all."

Fletch aswered, "Thank you, I wasn't expecting any money but after what you and I have been through, some ale sounds really good."

Kappy then turned to Fletch, took one look at the dirty ranger and his unkempt appearance, and waved him on.

Fletch caught Kappy’s attention. "Sir, these people have been here for only a few days and do not understand the rules of taxation here.  Could you please explain to these good, but highly irrational people the Rules and Regulations that govern this post?  Please forgive them for being a little irritable, they have been through a lot, both physically and mentally within the last couple of days."

Kappy then turned to Martin.  “Well, do you have anything to declare.  Last chance or I am in my rights to declare it contraband and confiscate it for the Empire.  I have to check THEM anyway, the magic will last long enough to do you as well.”

Rusty’s voice rang out from the tangle of webs.  "Hey!  Mister Tax Man!  What's your name?  Ouch!  I'm getting a cramp!  This isn't fair!  We, the saviors of the Wave Dancer, are being unjustly prosecuted while a real thief gets away!  We were told we don't pay taxes on what we bring from Empire!  Uh, cramp's getting worse, can you hurry up?  Please?"

Daegwyn looked in Rusty’s direction as he attempted to speak to Kappy.  Turning back towards Kappy he said, "If indeed we do not pay taxes on items brought with us then I have nothing to declare, except my friend Queib here," indicating the weasel.

Martin shook his head at Kappy's lack of social grace.  "Items to declare.  Most have already been taxed, as you should know.  Hannibal will remember it anyway.  We got very little as a result of our battle with Slaine.  Technically, this armor is salvaged from the ship.  My armor was lost trying to salvage the ship, but I was able to replace it with this.  Algar's shield and the sword we lent to the Baron were also taken from the ship.  The shield is magical.  The rest have already been declared.  If you wish to detain the Baron, that is fine with us.  He was, after all, instrumental in our loosing the Lady.  We would like to be present when you question him though.  It doesn't seem that he is quite as innocent as he led us to believe.  How much do I owe?"

Kappy nodded, “Let me cast a couple other spells then I’ll tell you.”

Daegwyn watched from his circle of webs and realized that Kappy was casting Detect Magic.

Christy found that she could slowly pick her way through the webs and started moving towards the end of the dock.

After a few moments Kappy said, “Ah, the shield is magical, 500 gold coins.  And Daegwyn, odd, the staff is magical but it seems to be sucking in all the magic around it.  Well let’s see.  He looks to be carrying about the same as before.”

Then Kappy explained to all, “Well, the Rules.  Twenty–five percent of any find belongs to the empire.  In the case of magic, a tax based on the rarity of the item is assessed.  VOLUNTARY disclosures allows the owner to either pay the going rate or have the item identified by the Mage Guild within seven days and have them collect the tax for the empire.  You will also be assessed their fee to identify the item.  If you don’t agree with the assessment, you can take it up with the tax offices of the Empire.  What that means out here is you can bother Hannibal.   By the way, he’s backed me up over ninety percent of the time and sometimes even increased the tax.  He’s more interested in military matters than taxes.”

“Well, that seems to be it for the magic,” he continued.  “The cargo that you took technically belongs to Hannibal so he can decide what to do about that.  However, you three,” and he pointed to Christy, Rusty, and Daegwyn, “I need to see what you are carrying and your chits.  Anything not previously taxed will be assessed double for attempting to flee.”

"Sir," Daegwyn said clearing his throat.  "As I said, I will be glad to pay the due taxes if they have not been paid.  I did not arrive aboard the Wave Dancer.  I had been thrown overboard in the battle with the Sahuagin and came ashore in the fields to the south.  I assumed the taxes for items on the Wave Dancer had been paid when it docked, including my belongings.  If that is not the case then I indeed do owe taxes on all that I have brought with me."

Having now explained his situation to Kappy, and calmed down a little, he proceeded with giving Kappy a piece of his mind.  "Your action here," he said, indicating the web, "is quite detestable.  For answering your question about what I have to declare in a manner which was not pleasing you attack me!  I did not refuse to give the Empire it's due...even if it borders on extortion.  I am tempted to speak to General Hannibal about the manner in which you conduct your business and whether charges should be brought against you.  I recognize your authority to collect what the Empire has decided upon, but not to attack its citizens at your leisure.  I cannot believe that General Hannibal or the Guild would condone such abuse of the authority given you."

Daegwyn appeared to be in a better state of mind having gotten that off his chest.  "Now, as it appears due taxes may not have been paid on my belongings, let us settle accounts so we can be about our business of finding the criminal Slaine.  He made off with the cargo of the Lady of the Waves and obviously does not intend to pay taxes on it, as we were planning to do when we reached dock.  Any delay will only put us further behind Slaine and reduce the probability that he will be found and that the Empire will get it's due taxes."

Kappy looked a bit sheepish about the effect of the spell but rallied well.  “I’m within my rights!  I am the taxing authority in Outpost!  Everyone pays taxes.”  However Daegwyn’s words must have struck a cord as Kappy dispelled the webs.

With an audible sigh of relief, Rusty steadied himself as the webs withered away.

By then it seemed that word of the entertainment had gotten around.  Flynn was pushing his way through the crowd, collecting a rag tag assortment of off duty soldiers as he came.  He started up the docks at the head of a ‘squad’ of six soldiers.  He didn’t let anybody leave, catching Christy trying to mingle in the crowd as soon as the webs dissipated.

“Well, Hannibal is rather busy; and hates arbitrating taxes anyway.  I will just have to do.  Let’s go back and get this settled right now.”

Daegwyn approached Kappy, who agreed that the only new items were the books and wand.  “Well, we don’t know for sure the power of the wand, 2000 gold coins; but four spell books!  A quarter of their value is 5000 gold coins.  We’ll wave any penalties for our misunderstanding.  Do you have an account at the church, paying now, or will you stop by the office within the next three days?”

"I will return to your office within three days, I would not want to delay my meeting with Drazoon any further," Daegwyn said with a wry smile.  He turned his back to Kappy and headed for Touches of Home.

Kappy nodded at Daegwyn’s answer and wrote out a chit that cleared the books and wand for three days.

Brushing a few remaining webs from his armor, Rusty ambled over to Kappy.

Kappy, having struck it rich with Daegwyn and noting nothing of real interest in Rusty’s belongings, sighed.

As Kappy verified the poor bard had nothing to declare, Rusty looked the chap in the eyes, "See?  I TOLD you SO!" He exclaimed.  Then a smile melted his hard looks and he gently slapped Kappy on the arm.  "Don't judge us too harshly, Sir.  We mean no mischief and as Daegwyn says, we intend to pay what is due.  We didn't come all the way from Empire, fight Harpies, Sea Serpents, Vampire Captains, and Sahuagin to become rebels and outlaws.  If we are successful, we will make Empire, and you, far richer than you can dream about.  You might even get promoted!  And, by the way, I really liked your spell.  Can we have a talk sometime?  I might have something for you in exchange for teaching me how you did it.  Let us deal with Slaine first and then we'll make up for this misunderstanding."  Rusty hoped for a positive, if however slight, response.

The tax collector looked a bit confused at Rusty’s stampede of words and ideas, but finally shrugged off the bard’s hand and muttered, “Well it would have been easier if you simply had waited and said so”.

Rusty shrugged nonchalantly and said, "Aye, aye, Sir."

As Kappy approached her next, Christy realized that being found with the chest trap on her person might not be the best for her reputation on the island.  It also looked like she wasn’t going to get off the dock without at least declaring something.

Christy grudgingly unloaded the items she ‘found’ on the ship.  First came the book with the Sun Seal, then the map, then the two large pouches.

Flynn looked at the items then to Kappy, “I’d say that is it.  Though it doesn’t look good to leave the docks without reporting, especially since our tax man was here.”  Flynn commented with a straight face.  “Though his technique for detention does need some improvement.”

In defense of the party, he added, “Maybe Drazoon will need to instruct you a bit more”.

“No, that’s all right Major,” Kappy hurriedly replied.  “We can settle up quickly.”  Kappy took the large pouch of coins, puzzled over the amber pieces for a few moments, then took two of them, leaving 18 amber pieces in the pouch.  “The map doesn’t have value until the treasure is recovered, and the book is church property,” is all he had to say to Christy.

 Then Kappy turned his attention to the lifeboat and started looking it over thoughtfully.

“Don’t you think you made the empire rich enough for one day?  Anyway, I’m claiming the lifeboat and all on it for the military.  There will be no tax.  And one more thing, Kappy.  If I ever hear about you disrupting the operations of these docks again…  We’ll be finding a new tax assessor.  Is that clear?”  Flynn stated impatiently.

Kappy, speechless, collected his fees and scurried off the docks.

After paying the fee for his shield, Alfgar shook his head.  “I’m heading to the Fortune for a drink.  I’ll tell the sailors you’ll be along later.”

As Alfgar began to walk off, the Baron interjected, “You don’t need me to tell your story.  I have some business as well.  I can find you at the Change of Fortune?”  The Baron left walking west towards the barracks area of town.

Sengur commented loudly to Martin, "Now we have been delayed, myself over an hour apparently, from reporting to Hannibal.  Perhaps we should also ask how well this Kappy fellow, perhaps knows Slaine?  But…" here Sengur theatrically gestured, "No, it would be impossible to think that Kappy might have been bribed to stop a quick report. I'm sure he's a fine, upstanding but underweight little fellow.  I'm positive he's just been misunderstood."

Flynn chuckled and told Sengur, “No, he follows the rules too strictly to ever consider a bribe.  Anyway, I’ll have the lifeboat outfitted with supplies and a decent single sail.  It should be able to move you along the coast or up the river a way safely enough.  When you’re ready to use it just come by my office.  I’ll have the paperwork drafted up to avoid this again.  And the armor and weapons you took from our cargo, consider it payment for attempting to recover the whole.  However, pay the man your taxes.  He’s smart enough to know that nobody pays the full rate and he only insists when you ignore him.”

Unther rolled the kobold head back out of the sack and onto the docks, “We,” and Unther looked at Fletch, “were ambushed by these critters.  I understood you don’t have much of an idea of what the enemy looks like."

Flynn’s reaction showed that he was more than a desk soldier.  Stopping the rolling head with his foot he reached down and picked it up by the pair of small horns protruding form its skull.  “Not very big, how high does it stand?  Is this somehow related to Slaine?”

Unther stated, "Darn critters have no link to Slaine yet and with some luck they will not see a week's end. At least the lair this one came from. Young Fletch knows more about them, ask him. Also, what yer going to do about those fishmen coming ashore?  There be an excellent spot an ambush could be set up, just need some of them soldiers to help out which are in the barracks. Fletch, yer tell him what yer found and their darn numbers. Them fishmen are up to something bad, I can smell it."

Fletch explained about the kobolds.  "Sir, in case you don't know. The rat-like creatures that have been attacking the freeholds are the kobolds. The creatures stand about three feet high and they like to attack in groups of five to twenty. They like to use spears, swords, crossbows, and traps.  They are small but very mean.  I had recently tracked a group to their lair.  They had a shaman that had instructed a group to go and attach Unther.  Why, I do not know.  I had followed this group to where they were going to attack, so I was able to warn Unther and we fought and killed that small group.  After that, Unther told me who he was and what he was doing.  I volunteered to help him out so we continued on looking for Slaine until we accidentally met up with Segur, Martin and the rest of the group.  Sengur or Martin will have to tell you about their experience with Slaine because that happened before we got there."

Flynn commented, “I’ve heard reports of a flat-faced creature as well.  They have pointed ears and fangs.  The descriptions almost describe some small demented and warped elf.  This thing doesn’t come close to that description.”

 Martin looked briefly at Sengur before speaking.  "Sengur, Christy, Alfgar, four sailors, and myself undertook trying to salvage the Lady of the Waves.  Giant crabs attacked us as we approached the ship.  After successfully fending them off, we turned our attention to salvaging the ship.  There was major damage to the hull, but by wrapping the ship with sailcloth we reduced the leak to the point that we could stay ahead of the leak.  Last night the Baron approached in his ship.  Although he was disappointed that we beat him to the ship, I don't think he would have attacked.  Slaine had no such restraints.  He attacked the Baron and then us.  We were overwhelmed but still managed to seriously wound Slaine, which probably saved our lives.  He didn't want to face us directly.  Rather, he was satisfied to barricade us in the captain’s room while his crew loaded the cargo onto the Baron's ship.  He also used a spell to sink the Lady.  We were lucky to escape with our lives and the small boat."

As he talked Martin's hand moved to his warhammer.  With great effort he relaxed his hand.  "We already had an interest in salvaging those materials, but Slaine has made it personal.  Any assistance that you or Hannibal can give us would be appreciated."

Martin suggested, "Let's see what the Mages’ Guild and Hannibal knows about this Slaine character.  I will go with the group to meet with Hannibal.  Fletch and Sengur, could you go with me?  We can give an accurate picture of what happened on the boat.  Fletch, you can add information on the kobold problem.  I think we might need a little diplomacy after the incident on the dock.  Kappy was out of order, but Hannibal is likely to side with him.  Christy, I understand you might have some contacts to help us?  Information will be a great boon.  The rest could go to talk to the Mages’ Guild.  We can meet at the Change of Fortune afterwards."

"Aye," agreed Sengur.  "A chance to relax, a little bit of practice and Fletch, you can tell me of those kobolds or goblins, was it?  That require pointed arguments to vacate this area, leaving the farmers and holders in peace."

Unther stuffed the kobold head back in the sack and passed the sack to Fletch, "Give this to Hannibal, so he can see what the enemy looks like."

Fletch replied to Martin’s suggestions, "Ok, I'll go with you to see Hannibal."  Then answered Unther, "Unther, maybe you should follow Daegwyn and Rusty to talk to Drazoon.  You also have a little more information on Slaine than everybody else here, so you might be able to ask a few questions yourself."

Unther agreed, "I be wanting to find out where that lying, two-faced lump of goat offal is too. I might be able to give this diviner some extra information to help pin down Slaine's whereabouts.  Hope it’s someplace on land cause I hate doing battle at sea, it makes me plate get salt buildups upon it."

"Drazoon is not the diviner that Rusty spoke of," Daegwyn replied.  "Drazoon was sent here by the Empire to keep the Mages Guild in line.  He is a powerful mage himself, but he is not a party to the political jockeying that appears to go on at the Guild.  I think he is the most likely to be impartial and he would have a vested interest in seeing a rogue mage brought to justice."

Daegwyn paused and took a deep breath, his will overcoming his nature as he spoke.  "I would welcome your company on my visit to Drazoon."

"Ohhhh," Rusty's eyes widened.  "So THAT'S what he is!  I wondered what his tie was with Hannibal."

Unther scratched his chin, "Won't hurt to have both these mages look in on the problem. You do the talking, as mage business is not my thing. When and if he agrees I will tell Drazoon what I know about Slaine."

"Very well then," Daegwyn said to the dwarf.  "Let's be on our way."

Rusty leaned over and whispered into Unther's ear.  "If you see Daegwyn give you the 'Evil Eye', it means," and Rusty clamped his lips shut with his fingers and made the standard hand gesture meaning 'Shut Up', then smiled and winked at the dwarf.

"Bar and poppycock, my mother had an evil eye, anyone else's is but a tough stare compared to hers. She stared out a darn beholder in her adventuring days, that's how good that evil eye of hers was."  Unther replied in a serious tone, a twinkle however gave away exaggeration.

"Heheh," Rusty chuckled back, wondering though how many traits the dwarf inherited from his mother.  Then puzzled, he asked, "Uh, what's a beholder?  I've heard the term, 'Beauty is in the Eye of the Beholder', but I didn't know it was a monster of sorts."

 

Christy exited the dock area as quickly as possible and made for the Change of Fortune.  The rest, including Flynn, stayed together until the south road intersection.


************ * * * ***********

