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The elven mountain town of Nablara had no transtaitn Common
and was therefore not included on the maps. Iriabihills and
lower towns there were often Orc raiders but regstauting parties
from the town kept an eye on the Orcs and dealt arity that
ventured too close.

One party that had been taking out quite a largelb®u of Orcs that
could have had plans to crush the town had de#ittwvem all, but
had discovered as they were returning, that the toadn’t been the
Orcs only target since there were several dead Witbsnon-orc
bodies nearby. While most of the party returnedjs/and Mialee
Holimion decided to investigate.

The dead orcs had been taken out by a pair of Dvadvashad been
fighting for their lives and had fought admirablytlihad been
simply out numbered. Most of their possessions wgliearound but
none were worth salvaging. Drows were known asgheinl and
with the inhabitants of Nablara being Moon Elvesytiweren’t too
worried about what had happened but decided to malate of orcs
attacking elves even if they were, as Moon Elvesldioefer to
them, ‘black elves’. This term was not a referetactheir alignment
however but to their skin, which was as black asdian.

As they were about to return home they were aldsted sound.
Although they had trouble tracking it down to bewgiith, they
eventually found, concealed in a nearby bush, & éth a playing
card next to her with something written on it. ey was also a
Drow.



While Mialee struggled to read what was writtertloa card, Varis
took out his knife and reached for the baby.

“What are you doing?” Mialee cried out as she sawatihe was
about to do.

“It's a Drow. They're evil,” Varis said.

“It's only a baby,” Mialee said.

“It's still a Drow.” Varis replied. “A cub differgrom a wolf only by
scale.”

“And a cub can be brought up among elves to be tamdeprotect
elves if you start from an early age. We've nevbted an

orphaned wolf cub.” Mialee told him.

“You're not suggesting what | think you’re suggastiare you?”
Varis asked angrily, with his knife still readyaat the baby’s
throat.

“We haven’t any children of our own.” Mialee saitt's not from
lack of trying. This card has written on it “ThiaalNb. Raise her with
love’.”

Varis growled low in his throat. “This goes against better
judgement but I love you and trust you. I'll doyamsi wish. | hope
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Varis and Mialee had an uncle who lived out oftth&n. Many

years ago he’'d been an adventurer and had rethorad with a
large amount of gold which he donated to the tofthough he
also had many fantastic stories, no one reallyelseti him, but it



was clear he had been touched by magic since hguieda thick
beard, whereas elves were supposed to have nbHaaiand little
body hair. Most people knew him simply as ‘old wi@nd he liked
to keep to himself in his house at the edge ofdhest just out of the
town. He was getting old however and was findinggitder to get to
town. Varis and Mialee decided to offer to swapgesuwith him so
that he could be closer to the centre of town aeg tould stay in
his house and try and keep their new baby a skuras long as
possible.

Moving to a house just outside the protection eftthwn and
resigning from the patrols and actually voluntegito do the goat
herding, which was a job usually for those withiniag else to offer,
would not go unnoticed. Added to that, Varis andlele never went
out together, unless they were going to tend tlaésgand each time
they were seen to be carrying a bundle that wasya\getting
bigger.

Rumours started to get out of hand after someotieeiforest had
seen a young child and the sound of a baby cryatgdeen heard
from their house. Everyone had seen enough of Kli@dnow she
hadn’t had a child and so after a few years theydeel it was time
to make their daughter known. Varis and Mialee dsk®&/one who
was interested to meet in the town square just dfey’d finished
work.

They were surprised to find most of the village athered but
everyone was immediately outraged by the Drow e clinging
to Mialee’s leg with the shouts of the villagersking her even
more scared. This was the moment Varis had beeadhg
“Please, let me explain myself,” Mialee pleadeth®elders. “Don’t
judge this girl for WHAT she is. | know that theddv are usually
evil, but that because they are brought up that Way many of us
have brought up a baby wolf to be as much as meofhaur
family as your children and with amazing loyalty.”

“Are you asking us just to accept her?” one therdsked in an
acid voice.

“Look at who she is.” Mialee said. “At the presshe’s a scared
child, just like yours would be in her situationh®@h we found her
she was orphaned and alone. What would the godsusado?
Leave her to the mercy of the orcs?”



“People,” the elder said. “I cannot tell you to egtthis girl but |
ask you to look beneath her black skin. We domévakevil creatures
in our village but our faith overrides our laws amel know what the
gods would ask us to do.” He turned to Varis andl&g. “I will

have to leave it to the others to make their oweisiiens, but she
will have the same protection that our laws givgome else.
Anyone who lifts a hand to her without provocatieitl find
themselves exiled.”

The crowd dispersed but Varis and Mialee, with Wtikclinging to
them, just stood for quite sometime not quite sulmether they were
dreaming, not expecting the elders to rule in tfeiour to this
extent.

Old Uncle was pushlng 750 years oId and althougﬁtmbthe time
he was okay he did have spells of his mind goirdyreeeded
someone to look after him. Now that Thia no longeeded to be
kept a secret Varis and Mialee decided to move baoktheir old
house with Old Uncle and look after him.

Although looking after the goats and sheep wasanary popular
occupation it brought in a large part of the towrme and the
reputation they had, made up for them not beinthermap. Thia



also felt she belonged there more since seeingck sheep but
being told that a sheep was a sheep.

When the shearing season came, every adult haglgahbt but
there wasn’t really anyone to look after the craldrOld Uncle had
been left to look after Thia and she asked hinh& sould go out to
play. He knew that she wanted to play with the odinddren but
they never accepted her and she always returned. Us decided
that it was a problem she would struggle with lmmsthing she
would have to face and let her go.

Thia first of all went to one of the shearing builgs and watched
what was going on but when an older elf child caipehe told her
to bother someone else so she went to find some afdldren of
her own age. The children were usually preventeohfassociating
with her by their parents but Thia thought thas tinme she might be
able to join in.

She found the children at the edge of town plagm@me using
model sheep they’d made out of acorns and stickskass.

“Can | join in?” she asked them.

“We only play with elves, Freak,” one of them tdidr.

“Clear off, you're not one of us,” another saidhi$ game requires
brains.”

“I'm a quick learner.” Thia said.

“Look! | told you to get lost,” the first one snad. “We won't play
with you, even if you were the last person in theld/and we had
an uneven number of players.” He threw one of beep tokens at
her, catching her in the face.

“I'm sorry to have troubled you.” Thia said veryagt and she ran
off and sat down and started to cry when she wasfaight.

One of the girls, Vall Siannodel, followed her.

“Don’t worry about them,” she said. “I'll play witliou. I'm sure we
can make a herd of sheep much better than th&hg"gave Thia
one of the sheep she’d brought along. “I know pleritgames that
only need two players.”

“Thank you.” Thia said. “I will have to be back famch. What's
your name?”

“I'm Vall. Vall Siannodel.” Vall said.

“I'm Thia Nailo,” said Thia.

“Nailo and Siannodel,” Vall said. “They go togethezll.”

“How do you mean?” asked Thia.



“Nailo means Night Breeze. Siannodel means MoomBio
“I don’t get it.” Thia said.
“You see the moon best at night.” Vall said.

“Have a good day at school dear,” Mialee said t@aTm her first
day at school. She handed Thia her lunch. “Paptatteto what
you're taught.”

Mialee was worried about how Thia would get onclio®| knowing
that she didn’t get on with the children apart frgall and hoped
that the children would ignore what they had agdies since they
would be learning along side her. If they spentartone with her

they might see her for who she was.

Since Thia had the same rights as all the othddreim in Nablara,
that included the right to an education. She dectdeapply her self
at school in the hope of proving to the other dleifdshe was as
good as them in the hope they would accept her.

Most of the children grumbled about the lessongyTound things
like religion, law, traditions and myths interestimost of the time



but things like reading, writing and counting trd#gin’t enjoy or
feel was necessary.

“Remember children, knowledge is just as importmnstrength, if
you can read your surroundings like you read g tegn you will be
that much more apt to survive,” the teacher to&fhth

She had been a scribe and also was rumoured tadasbéed in
sorcery in the past but was certainly good at pgticross concepts
and explaining them and so was given the job afiied the
children.

“My fafer kan't read two lette’s togefer, an’ ‘dlstav’ more goa’s
an’ sheeps that anybody elf in ver village,” ong baid.

“And because he can’t count, every time a tradereto the
village, he gets tricked,” the teacher said andhimit with a stick.

The teacher didn’t enjoy hitting the children betibved that any
misbehaviour or resistance to learning had to lresped and
prevented. If any of the children complained and #zey’d tell

their parents the teacher said that she was giganigsion to punish
the children for misbehaving and if they told thesarents, their
parents would most likely punish them for tellirdes and might
also punish them again for misbehaving at school.

Thia always paid attention and worked hard butdpéire best in the
class only caused the children to bully her momoAgst
themselves they would grumble about why she gtdam the same
as the rest of them.

Varis had been worried about how Thia would taleskitllying.
Thia wanted to take things from the children. Tlsitigat wouldn’t
be missed or noticed but she knew that was wrorgheavould take
things from their lunch. Since everyone had a righthe same food
in the village she misinterpreted the lessons andiad thought that
what she was doing was not counted as stealing im#ant the
other children would sometimes end up hungry andesihia was
taking food, there was never any evidence.

The teacher didn’t like Thia and wanted nothing enibvan to beat
her with the stick. She shared the same prejudi¢bearest of the
children but Thia never gave the teacher a reasbedt her.



The teacher instead asked Thia to perform an efartter each
day. She was able to always come up with sometfinig. didn’t
understand why she was always the one to run iallngtys seemed
willing to do it rather than get hit by the stick.

The lessons only ran in the Autumn. Getting tortak where the
children went to learn meant going past an olddmg that was
crumbling and was deemed unsafe to go into. ltgeasg to be
pulled down once the Winter started but three defore the end of
the Autumn it collapsed during the night and blatke the main
entrance to the hall. This would have delighteddn&lren if there
hadn’t been another entrance on the other side.

The next day when Thia was sent to run the erraacteuldn’t take
the most direct route because of the collapsedamallwent round
the other way which took her past a window to tak s she
glanced in she saw the teacher had taken outexelif book that
she’d never seen before and was teaching the ehiltiings from it.
Thia immediately realised why she was being serthese errands
and wanted to know what the other children weradpéaught that
the teacher didn’t want her to know.

At the end of school that day while the childrerrevignishing off
writing up things in preparation for the last dag next day, and
while the teacher’s attention was taken, Thia degti@ punish the
teacher but taking an apple from her bag. As stie¢hils she noticed
two books in the teacher’s bag and knew one okthess the book
the teacher used to teach the other children thifilga decided to
take the book as well and look through it and retuwhen the
lessons resu




The absence of the book didn’t go unnoticed buteheher thought
she’d mislaid it somewhere but by the next day ewas/inced one
of the children had stolen it and kept an eye bthalchildren
during the day in the hope that one would look vearat being
discovered or guilty but Thia had become so godddang her
emotions that she was also able to look just ascemnt as all the
other children.

At the end of the day however the teacher let hielien go but
called Thia back. She wanted a child to punishdeuided that
she’d be able to get away with it if she punishethTShe had no
evidence against her but didn’t care.

The beating she gave Thia was worse than anytiegl given any
of the children and if Vall hadn’t come back loogifor Thia and
grabbed the teacher’s stick as she raised it tdHi& again she
would have probably stopped only when Thia was nacious.

The teacher told Thia if she ever told anyone sbelavfind her and
beat her senseless. She’d only hit Thia on the ddre her clothes
would hide any marks apart from one mark that cqudtibeen seen
on her leg which Thia told Mialee was where shejgped and
fallen.

Later that day the teacher came round to Thia’sehand accused
her of stealing the book. Mialee was there anddghke teacher if
she had any evidence.

Vall turned up a few moments later wanting to ses fihia was
feeling and if she was feeling up to come out aypWhen she saw
the teacher there she told Mialee to ask Thiake keer dress off. As
Mialee took Thia into her bedroom the teacher tdrioeget out but
found Varis was standing behind her blocking thg.wa

Mialee brought Thia out without her dress for Vadsee what the
teacher had done and then let Thia go and getetteggin.

“Have you got any evidence that Thia took your B8oKaris asked
her.

“She’s a Drow. That'’s all the evidence | need,” thacher replied.
“Can you prove it?” said Varis the tone of his vgrowing rather
angry.

When the teacher said nothing, he asked if thogkaweere the
result of the teacher and the teacher didn’t rapéylooked at Vall.
“If I hadn’t come in and stopped her,” Vall said,don’t know how
long she’d have gone on for.”



Varis pushed the teacher outside and closed thelsdond him.
Then he looked at the teacher and said in a vhetentould have
made a dragon whimper, “If you ever hurt my daughagain, you’ll
be picking your teeth up off the floor with ten kem fingers.”

Mialee and Varis complained to the elders and wdsked, the other
children admitted about being hit by the teacheother towns
teachers had that right but in Nablara that wasahotved and the
teacher knew that and was exiled.

Nobody ever asked Thia if she took the book ané Tiaid
concealed it prior to looking through it and aftee damage the
teacher had inflicted healed, she forgot about it.

It wasn’t until the coldest days of Winter had isethat Thia
remembered the book and wanted to read it andofinavhat she’d
been missing in the lessons. She found out on¢hddayall was not
feeling too well and couldn’t come out to play witlr so Thia
decided to conceal the book and go and find someantbaead it.
Mialee and Varis were surprised how ready she wasit on her
Winter attire that day since Thia usually triedesist wearing it
since she found the snow refreshing and wasn’késm on looking
‘cute’ as she was always thought of in her warnthas. This time
however, the coat was suitable for hiding the bao# she went out
to try and find somewhere to read it hoping th& sbuld avoid the
other children while she didn’t have Vall with her.

As Thia made her way through the village lookinggomewhere
quiet but warm enough to take off her gloves, sofrtée children
playing snowballs noticed her and it only took aiwghfrom one of
the children before they aII had one single tafglethelr snowballs.




The children didn’t think that rules needed to bkofved when ‘a
monster’ was involved and took full advantage.

“Watch out!” cried Thia. “That’s got ice in it.”

“No it hasn’t,” the girl who threw it said. “It's@ a stone in it.”
Thia put her head down and ran away and the chiliiéowed her
throwing snowballs and looking for more stonesubip them.

In the end Thia ducked into a barn and ran foithek door at the
other end.

As she got there, she noticed a ladder, on the jughbefore the
door, leading up to the second floor of the barsls®opened the
door and then scampered up the ladder and laidSoe.could just
about see the children who'd come into the barstgaght out the
door she’d left open and smiled to herself as gaecthe crunch of
the snow as the children rushed off, not notichmg there were no
footprints.

Her smiled failed as the last child past the lacdhet tripped against
it. He took one look at it and then followed thbetchildren out the
door but it caused the ladder to fall down leaviinga trapped on the
second floor of the barn. The drop to the ground te@a high and all
the walls of the barn were straight so there wadking to break her
fall if she tried to jump out of one of the windaws

Thia knew she’d have to wait until someone elseecano the barn
so she could call for help but took the opportutatyrave a look at
the book. Hot from running she took off her hapeand boots and
felt the cold refreshing as she made herself coabte:.

What she didn’t realise was when she had stolebalb& she had
taken the wrong one. If she’d have taken the oaeltier was
teaching the children from, the elder probably wioitl have cared
but this book was something completely different.

As Thia looked through the book it didn’t seem taka& much sense
and she soon got bored of it. Looking on a shadf néhere she was
sitting she found a piece of charcoal and a bahafik and drew
some doodles on the floor.

After a while Thia opened the book again and asdsé& some of
the symbols there on the floor she read out loedabrds that
accompanied them. After going through them a fewes and
making the gestures indicated the book accompartiimm she felt
a warm glow in her left hand.



She gasped when she saw a ball of fire in her Haddin't feel like
it was burning her hand but when she touched h e piece of
hay, it singed it just as any flame would do.

Not knowing what to do with the fireball, Thia flgrit out of the
window into the snow where it went out just the veay flame
would in snow.

After trying a few times, Thia found she could puod the fireball
every time and taking a candle from the shelf pcadtuntil she
could light the candle each time.

She realised she might be able to understand tble &t more
now she realised what it was about, but was feeloid, tired and
hungry. At that point she heard a voice.

“Thia. Are you here?”

It was Vall's voice. She was feeling better and pade to look for
Thia. Thia quickly concealed the book beneath bat and rubbed
out some of the more magical symbols before ansgarall.
“Vall? Is that you?”

“Where are you?” Vall called back.

“I'm up here,” Thia replied.



Vall come round to the door and looked up and shia Tooking
down at her. Thia pointed to the ladder and Valked it up and put
it in place so Thia could climb down.

Thia explained about escaping from the childrendodin’t mention
about what she’d done up there.

“I'll do those children if they ever throw a stoaeyou while I'm
around.” Vall said angrily.

“They won'’t do that.” Thia said. “They only didthis time, and
owned up to it because you weren’t there.”

“Don’t let them bother you.” Vall said. “Think hostupid they are
that they ran out the door to find you when theesam’t any
footprints there.”

Both Vall and Thia knew if the children had caught they would
have pushed her to the ground and filled her ckotiéh snow as
they usually did.

Thia looked at the sky. “I'm going to be in seridusuble when | go
home for staying out so long,” she said.

“Come to my home for tea.” Vall said. “You can télem that's
where you were. They might be angry that you ditgt'them know
but will probably forgive you for coming back Idte.

Thia continued to practice what she’d learnt aretltto make sense
of the rest of the book. It was not easy sincehslteno teacher but
she managed to learn some of the more simple spallgantrips
inside. One that seemed to come naturally wasccBlEncing Lights
and enabled her to create four torch-sized ligrgking them appear
as torches, lanterns or glowing orbs hovering enain for one
minute shedding a dim light for about 10 feet.

Thia found she couldn’t tell anyone about this, ea¢n her parents
or Vall who were the people she trusted most buhdokeeping a
secret like this was a huge burden.

In the end she decided she had to tell someondeaided to tell
Old Uncle. If he told anyone else they wouldn’tieeé him and
although he might not believe her, he would attleasour her,
which was all she needed.

When she was alone with him one afternoon she ddadw was
the time. He certainly didn’t believe but told lstories of his days
as an adventurer where he had actually been advidarsaid that



he still had his spell book and Thia wondered wiianas but didn’t
want to ask him and he didn’t volunteer the infotiora

Thia didn’t give him a demonstration of what sheldado, not
wanting him to get a heart attack but he did searerforthcoming
with stories.

When Thia told Vall about Old Uncle’s stories, iparents said they
were fools to listen to his lies even though thagl themselves in
the past sat there and listened with their mougiehavide.

Thia brought Vall round to her house one day tieiido a story. It
was a nice day to go out and play but they dedidéidten to a story
first and then try and re-enact it later on.

“Are you going out to play?” asked Mialee. “Don ¢po far away.
There’s always a chance of rain that comes witha@rhing at this
time of year.”

“We want to hear a story.” Vall said.

“I don’t know any good stories.” Mialee said. “Mag/lyou should
wait until this evening when Varis gets home. He &l a good
story once he’s had his dinner.”

“Old Uncle will tell us a story.” Thia said.

“That old devil lies.” Mialee said. “But | have smimit he tells them
well,” she added thinking that Varis would probabBve made one

up.

Thia and Vall went into Thia’s bedroom where Oldclénhad been
sitting since it got the best sun at midday. Vayl bn the bed while
Thia sat on his knee.

“Tell us other story, Old Uncle.”




Old Uncle usually embellished his stories to mddaari more
interesting but he knew that Thia and Vall beliead and so he
decided to tell them the truth.

When Thia and Vall went outside to play afterwatusy talked
about Old Uncle’s stories and dreamed about gomgdventures
like he did. Moon Elves weren’'t naturally magidabtigh. They
usually could cast one cantrip but it took longdstto be anything
more magical. Drow’s on the other hand we’re arimwtre magical
but Vall and Thia believed if they ever went onaalventure, they
didn’t have to be magic users. They could find wdzawarlocks or
sorcerers to join them.

This dream didn’t turn out just to be a passingday and Thia and
Vall would work together and hunt together and asviaad the idea
of adventuring near the front of their minds.

They both took lessons in fighting from the patrnelso kept an eye
on the Orcs. Vall took to sword fighting like a #duo water but
Thia found herself more suited to smaller weapansrange
weapons.

Mialee and Varis gave Thia a crossbow and a dagdery had
taken them from the bodies of their parents for ey hadn’t told
her yet they were from her parents and wanted tbumél she took
on an adult name before telling her.

While Thia and Vall were hunting they had beenknag a large
beast quite far from Nablara and had gone furthan they should
have. As they moved silently they followed the lhémg couldn’t
get too close without alerting it.

Finally they rustled some leaves and the beastliteam and ran
off making a loud noise. Thia and Vall jumped upl &med to run
after it before giving up realising the attempt iiase.

When they had stopped Vall noticed some new traeksby and
went to investigate while Thia reloaded her crogsblhia heard a
sound and thought Vall was trying to tell her sdmred and looked
round the see an Orc advancing on Vall but Vall teasabsorbed in
inspecting the tracks to notice.

Thia instinctively fired her crossbow at the Ord lsuher haste to do
So it jammed.

“Look out, Vall!” she yelled but knew the Orc wamtclose to give
Vall a chance to react.



Thia as quick as she could held up her free hamtlitaew a fireball
at the Orc. This was the first time Thia had used a real situation
rather than just practicing.

This shocked the Orc giving Vall enough time to mawut of the
way and Thia threw a second fireball hitting the @ns time which
caused the Orc to think twice about what it wasig@nd decided to
flee.

“Are you alright?” Thia asked.

Vall was too shocked to answer. “Did you just...?& started and
stared at Thia.

Thia didn’t know what to do. She hadn’'t wanted amg/to know
what she could do. Especially not Vall since she ta@r only friend
and didn’t know if it would change how she thoughout her.
When Thia didn’t answer Vall jumped and hugged Héou just
saved my life.”

“It was the only option | had.” Thia said as if shas trying to
explain for doing something wrong.

“I won't tell anyone your secret.” Vall said. “lbald come in
useful.”

“Like today.” Thia suggested.

“If you can do that, why do we need other magiasiea our
adventure? We've faced and defeated an Orc. No p#rson our
age has done that.”

— e ]
= . 3{ -
o

L_i'__&,_l..

2L i R = L

Thia’s parents want ceshgne of the
guilds in the city. Some of them didn’t want todkd hia their skill
but most said that if she was willing to learn éamavork hard they
would take her. Thia didn’t know which she wantegain. She
would have liked to work for the brewers, distideand vintners or
for the cooks and bakers since they would haveddnefits when
you took your work home but neither of these warted In the end



Thia decided to join the calligraphers, scribes serd/eners.
Although Thia didn’t get paid much, she saved ugrgthing she did
earn until she had 50 gold pieces.

Without a teacher Thia had managed to learn as msicihe could
from the book she’d stolen. These were four castaipd six spells.
The rest of the book was beyond her and she didarit to have a
book that was mostly full of information that steutdn’t use. The
next time she went to one of the large markets whathparents, the
same one where Mialee had bought her a soft tayoumiyears
before, she went off on her own and bought a gmelk which was
a leather bound tome with 100 blank vellum pagés. &®ncealed it
to get it home. What she hadn’t considered wasgpells needed to
be written in fine inks which weren’t cheap.

Thia found working with the calligraphers, scrilze®l scriveners,
they would allow her to use the fine inks which slkeeded. It took a
little while to copy the spells since she had tatam@refully and
when she wasn’t being watched, but she was happywhe had
finally completed it and could get rid of the bastke’d stolen.
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AIthough elves usually clalm to have reached a«hmldahat the age of
100, in Nablara elves were usually encouraged cosh their adult
names at an earlier age since in a small town epffortunities
elsewhere, not all elves would remain there for J€dérs.



On the first day of spring there was a ceremonyafor elves who
wanted to take their adult names even if they @dmo stay in the
village for a long time, as most of them did.

These ceremonies usually didn’t happen every yedisaveral elves
would take the ceremony together, even though ¢beld be
different ages.

On the year that Thia and Vall were encouragedby parents to
take part in the ceremony there was an unusuathe laumber of
children who wanted to become adults and the cemgmoomised
to be one that would be remembered and talked dbouatany
years to come.

Thia and Vall had no intention of attending howevérey wanted
to be adventurers and this was going to be thedmgxirtunity to
leave unnoticed. They knew if they told their pasehey would be
prevented from going, however that morning Mialed ¥aris
wanted to tell Thia about how they found her. Mafstvhat they told
her she’'d guessed but assured her parents thalvdreyjust as
much her parents as those who gave birth to hers Yo told Thia
that her crossbow and dagger came from her bloozh{sa

Thia went out to meet with Vall and promised tddlaek for lunch.
She and Vall wanted to visit some of their favauptaces around
the village and then leave after lunch.

When Thia returned for lunch she found she coul@ite without
saying goodbye. Varis was not there but she de@tedad to tell
Mialee about her plans.

“l knew this day would come.” Mialee said. “I| woritty and stop
you because it was inevitable. | was hoping thatwould have
stayed longer and been accepted, but after how sbthe guilds
didn’t want to accept you, you may have been dldan old uncle
before that happened.”

“This is not goodbye,” Thia told her. “| won'’t beissed. We will
return and before our final return we will visitwlll keep in touch
and let you know how we’re getting on.”

“Don’t say you won'’t be missed.” Mialee said. “Y&aow that isn’t
true.”

“I didn’t mean it like that,” Thia exclaimed. “Suyeyou knew what
| meant.”



“l do dear,” Mialee confessed. “I wasn'’t thinkingsaid that before |
thought about it. | can’t let you go without equipg you properly.”
Mialee said.

“Vall and | have been preparing for months.” Thratpsted. “I
doubt we could be better equipped for an adveriture.

Although Vall had put together an Explorer’'s Padikalee had a
Scholar’s Pack that she insisted Thia take with 8ke also had
been preparing for the ceremony and had plentgad to give Thia
to take with her and finally gave her a cape.

When Thia left to meet up with Vall and get goingaMe insisted
on coming to see her off.

Vall knew that if she told her parents they woutdl@ably tie her to
her bed if that's what it took to stop her going adter the lunch she
dressed in her adventuring gear, collected hegthamd climbed out
of a window to meet up with Thia at the edge ofithiage.

When she arrived she was disturbed to see thathHuadialee with
her.

“Don’t worry.” Thia told her. “She’s here to see @f.” She gave
Vall a second cape that Mialee had given her whmalched the one
she was wearing.

“I never thought you'd look so grown up.” Mialeddd'l can see
you both look ready for whatever this world hastore for you.”
She was only vaguely aware of the tears on herdadeook out a
cake she was concealing. “I had baked this forgturibut | want you
to take this with you.”

Thia and Mialee exchanged hugs and Thia asked &ltalsay
goodbye to Varis for her. She was disappointedcshi&in’t say it to
him in person but guessed he might have triedop kser.

“Look after her, Vall.” Mialee told her.

Just as they were about to leave they heard a,shgaIT!”

Vall's father was coming up.

“You fool,” he said to her as he approached. “Gaiffgon an
adventure.”

“Don’t try and stop me, Dad.” Vall said.

“Who's stopping you?” her father said. “You’re dslsborn as your
mother, but you're not leaving without saying gogelt

Vall and Thia breathed a sigh of relief.

“If you're going on an adventure, you need to bepared.” Vall's
father said. He took off the chain mail coat heid pn and put it



over Vall's head and attached his sword to hertwhis also put a
locket around her neck.

Final goodbyes were exchanged before Thia andrivadle their
way down the path not daring to look back knowingt tseeing their
parents mlght glve them second thoughts

As Thia and VaII headed down and out of the monlstawo fathers
sat together in the beer tent, toasting their deargh

Thia and Vall kept to the road to begin with sitize orcs rarely
came near the road but after a while they decidéeltve the road in
order to avoid some of the surrounding towns. Tdlidn't want
anyone who knew them to see them on their way rditvaall had
suggested they keep away since it was believedarcéormer
teacher lived in one of them. They knew that adwesst wouldn’t
just turn up and announce themselves and so tregeatketo leave
the mountains then join a road again. The road evbale to lead
somewhere and each town they passed through, thuy stay in
for a few days and listen for adventuring news iatitey didn’t hear
anything useful, follow the road to the next towwentually they’'d
get to a large enough town that should be frequemyeadventurers.
They did have an advantage of not needing to fimavaere more
than a stable or at least somewhere shelteredtoblwes don't
sleep but meditate deeply remaining semi-conscihese they
dream after a fashion. Four hours of this gave ttlensame benefit
of eight hours sleep which meant using their nigéion they could



travel in the dark although they preferred to dndyel at night

when Sellne was at least half full. They also degtiw only travel
for forty minutes at a time and then take it im&m getting ten
minutes rest while the other kept watch so asmetrain their night
vision or over do it. There was nothing to sugdgleist was necessary
but they decided to take the precaution all theesam

Thia and Vall had managed to save up quite a lgbtdf and
expected that if it started to run low they couldusing
entertainment to raise some more. Elf literature vieh and varied
and they could try telling stories or teach theis®to bards and
they later found that if Thia wore a cloak to colaer black skin she
could get quite an audience from her dancing ligatgrip.

As they travelled through the towns though thegalgred that in
this area adventures were not as easy to findeg&dtlexpected or as
Old Uncle had made it seem.

As they travelled further they noticed that a nuntfdhe caravans
had guards with them. One of them even had as @msaydozen.
The people they met told them that the territosyttvere entering
was known for the high population of monsters amal lone women
were not advised to go there — although many adaikdem not
wanting to talk to a Drow or anyone with a Drow.

The warnings were well founded when they came adiuge orcs.

There wasn't much cover nearby and the orcs couixtrproach
without being noticed. One of them advanced on katlshe had
her sword ready to defend herself. Another oneaguired Thia
while the third kept its distance and threw rockgham.



When the one that was advancing on Thia got wiBBifieet Thia
suddenly threw a fireball at it.

The orc snarled in pain and was surprised but tiabck off. It
charged only to find Thia’s dagger hitting it. Sthattempted to miss
In an attempt to keep the orc out of range anatbdiad run into its
path. Thia threw another fireball at the orc asd/éll in pain was its
last sound.

The other orc had been throwing rocks at Vall amdhig hitting the
orc that she was fighting. It started throwing ek Thia. Thia
jumped behind a tree to avoid a rock, which hitanbh braking the
branch much too easily. Thia looked at the treesavdthat it
wasn’t going to be much good since it had beenrsgvdamaged
by lightening. She grabbed a twig from the tree poitited it
towards the orc as she cast the Witch Bolt spelilu® arc of
lightening formed between her and the orc dealiagsive damage
to the orc. Thia found if she concentrated sheccodintain the arc
for a minute by which time the orc had been conajet
electrocuted.

Thia looked at Vall who had easily dealt with thstlorc after the
damage it had taken from the rocks.

As it began to get dark, they saw the lights aivetn up ahead and
decided to get a meal and see if there was anyiomeoit how many
other orcs could be around.

Thia usually put the hood of her cloak up to hide ¢olour of her
skin and they were joined by a group of people wahd them that
there was a serious problem in the area from geblihey told Thia
and Vall that a lot of people were leaving the amed opportunities
were diminishing and that they should leave tha &we.

The only route away was the road that Thia and Nadl been
travelling down and from the amount of time thegfgent on it, they
really didn’t want to have to go back.

They were just about to leave when they heard étigeagroup
saying that the goblin problem seem to be orgarasedwas
believed to be run by three orcs but nobody had Hese orcs yet.
“l thought that orcs and goblins were usually fotuogether.” Thia
said. “l would have thought there would be moranttiaee orcs
around.”

“We believe there could be a goblin cave nearby’ltar tender
who’d been listen to the conversation said. “Thaaurs are that the



orcs moved in and started organising the goblinghmre definitely
aren’t more than three. That’s why no one has #&amn. They are
getting the goblins to do most of the work andjas¢ attacking lone
or small groups of people.”

“He’s right,” another man from the table said. “Tiae of you
ought to look out. You really should head back. Yejust the type
the orcs would attack.”

Thia and Vall didn’t really want to say that thegdhfaced three
orcs. That would have drawn too much unwanted &dten

“We passed the bodies of three dead orcs earlyrtaraing.” Vall
said.

A huge man jumped to his feet. “Really?” he exckani‘Where?”
Vall pointed in the direction they’d come. “Justeo\0 miles that
way,” She said.

“We've got to go and check this out.” He lookedla rest of his
party. “We’ll leave at first light.”

Thia wondered if he was going to ask her and \¢gjbin them but
was relieved when he didn’'t. She suggested totWalf leave before
they were asked and so they headed further dowroutkebefore
they found a sheltered spot to meditate.

The stories of the goblins turned out to be trud @rer the next
three days, they found themselves attacked by alaugoblins at a
time each day. There was a town up ahead and #wgeat they
might stay there for a few days to give themsedvbseak from the
goblins and see where they should head for next.

That evening they decided to take a rest whilerested the other
kept watch. While Thia was resting Vall woke her Tipere were
more goblins approaching them.

Vall drew her sword and then realised that Thia dlegady cast as
many spells as she could that day and althouglalld still cast
cantrips, they weren’t as effective as spells.

Instantly Thia tried to cast a Witch Bolt spell, ialin caused an arc of
energy to come between her and the goblin. It Wasdy dark and
the energy bolt lit up the surrounding area. Thepgoblins saw
what was happening and fled. Thia ended the spditcast a ball of
fire in her hand. The goblin that had taken the aigetook one look
at her and fled with the others.



As Thia and Vall headed towards the town, Vall weaisy confused.
As they approached the gates she had to ask Tlaaskk thought
was going on.

“l thought you could only cast two spells a dayalhsaid. “That
was your third spell and it wasn’t any less effeetihan any of the
others.”

“Obviously, with practise | can cast more.” Thiadsél've had
quite a bit of experience in the last few days.”

Vall agreed with that. Indeed her own practice eadbled to be
able to do an Action Surge where she could pusselfdreyond her
normal limits for a moment although she couldn’tidmore than
once a day. She looked at Thia and then herself.

“We haven’t chosen adult names yet,” she said I'boihk we ought
to use adult names in the town.”

“What name are you planning to use?” asked Thia.

Vall thought about it. “Valanthe,” she said. “Thvaitl allow you to
continue to still call me Vall as a shorter version

“l think those who know you, would probably use tteme they
know you as anyway.” Thia said.

“What name are you going to use?” Vall asked her.

“I'll stick with Thia,” Thia said. “ The beauty df is that as well as a
child’s name it is a female adult name and I'm eetty happy with
it.”

The town appeared to be quite a busy route foeti@s and as Thia
and Vall visited different taverns to try and ds tatest adventuring
news, they saw more races than they’'d ever seendbef

Thia still kept her clock covering her though besmthey didn’'t see
any other Drow. After they'd rested Vall found teevas a fighter’s
guild in the town and went there to see if she @dehrn some more
manoeuvres.

Thia found there was a School of Evocation andd#ettio give it a
visit. She’d managed to learn six spells from thekoshe’d stolen
but hoped that with a proper teacher she mighbleta add a
couple more spells to her own spell book.

The mage at the School of Evocation didn’t care Thaa was a
Drow and would probably have taught her even iflshe been a
demon. She told Thia how she could change her lesoBlame
cantrip to become a fire bolt. She wouldn’t be ablproduce flame



in the same way but using the Fire Bolt as a wedtpeould cause
much more damage. The other advantage was she aalyldurl a
fire ball thirty feet, the mote of fire from therEiBolt could travel
120 feet.

The mage asked Thia what kind of evocation spaksvgould like to
learn. There were five spells available to her tvnate of a low
enough level for her to cast. Witch Bolt was oné tre mage told
Thia she could probably learn two more. Two of theene Magic
Missile and Thunder Wave but Thia’s interest wasnadr by
Burning Hands and Chromatic Orb.

Burning Hands meant that if she held out her havittsher thumbs
touching and her fingers spread a thin sheet ofdkawould shoot
forth from her fingertips damaging any creaturenmitfifteen feet.
The Chromatic Orb allowed her to hurl a four inpheare of energy
up to ninety feet. She could choose the energytacid, cold, fire,
lighting, poison or thunder.

She found that studying here she could use haljoheand time as
usual to copy the spells into her spell book.

Before she left the mage showed Thia how to Scaetls which
would allow her to create relative pockets of safetm the effects
of her spells, which Thia realised, could proteatlV

When Thia and Vall met up again they both felt moare robust
from their training and decided to get a meal taveern before
deciding where to head to next since there wereraédifferent
roads out of the town and each would hold diffeaggortunities.
They had been too involved in their training tadisout for any
adventuring news and hoped they might get someethaating and
went to the inn where they were staying to get sdrnmks since it
seemed to be frequented by a wide variety of pewpteprobably
knew of different adventures on each road out.

This didn’t appear to be the case. Most of the fEespemed to be
engaged in whispered conversations and just byingakt then you
could tell they didn’t want anyone to join them} eoen two
attractive elven women so Thia and Vall sat orb&tan their own
and found they had to whisper their discussiorketp within the
ambient noise of the room.

“I've been thinking about the goblins,” mused ValWe heard they
were being led by three orcs which could have lieerthree we
took out a few days ago. They must have come framesvhere



near here and seem to be staying on the roadvbatually leads
back to Nablara.”

“You don’t think they want to join with the orcs the slopes around
Nablara?” asked Thia.

“Nablara’s a long way off.” Vall said. “I doubt tii&know about
them and wouldn’t travel that far unless they dlidoubt the orcs
would want goblins with them unless they had thmiee leaders
with them. Maybe we should see which is the quietad and take
that. | think there would be more adventures soneg/kvhere the
inhabitants are not preoccupied by the goblins.”

“l was thinking about them too,” said Thia. “I thithat without
their leaders they may be very disorganised. ktifiwe could find
their den we could assess the situation and regaat we find. A
band of warriors would probably be sent to ‘remthe problem

from the source’.

As they were discussing this, a dwarf came ovéhneo table. “Can
| buy you girls a drink?” he asked.

Thia and Vall were drinking Flyish, which was aifyuwvine. It
wasn’t made with an elf palette in mind and wag ater that they
preferred but did taste a bit like the fine winédablara.

“Add two Flyish to that,” he called towards the drcouldn’t help
overhearing a little of your conversation,” he said

Thia and Vall looked around hoping they hadn’t bdking too
loudly but everyone still seemed too deeply engrdss their
conversations. “May | join you?” the dwarf asked.

“Please do.” Vall said. “I'm Valanthe and this iy rfniend Thia.”
“I'm Rurik,” the dwarf said. “I heard you talkingoaut goblins.”
“I'm sure you're aware they're quite a problem ardihere.” Thia
said.

“Not for long,” Rurik said. “My friend and | have@ind their cave.
We were looking for someone to join our party.”

At that moment a large man came over with a tragrivfks. He
towered above even Thia and Vall, even though elvesupposed
to be taller than humans. He had arms like tragkwvith muscles
bulging out of them. His hair was as black as Th&Kin and his
own skin was a dark mahogany. It was clear he wiag-ami, who
came from the south of the inland sea.

“This is Stor,” Rurik said. He seemed to read theggion on Vall's
face and added, “His parents are Turami but hisriammoved to the



extreme north-west and so decided to give himlaskan name to
help him fit in round there.”

Stor stood there grinning. He was not the kindwf gou would
mess with but his face was the type built to beagiswsmiling. He
handed Thia and Vall their drinks and gave Rurgk hliwas a deep
brown spirit that neither Thia nor Vall had eveesdefore. He
noticed them looking at it.

“This is Skullbuster,” he explained. “It's a dwaeciality. You'd
have to be a dwarf to fully enjoy its gritty tastelon’t recommend
you try it though. It can put a non-dwarf under thiele in three
minutes flat!”

“This is Cloud Ale.” Stor said, speaking in a votbat suggested he
didn’t do a lot of talking. “Ten pints of this, g you the strength of
a Hill Giant.”

Thia wondered how many he had already had. “Youabably need
the constitution of a Hill Giant to stay consci@fter ten pints of
Cloud Ale,” she said.

“I think we’ve found the people we need to join @arty.” Rurik
said to Stor.

Stor looked at them. “These are woman,” he said.

“I've heard them talking.” Rurik said. “They canrdde anything the
goblins throw at them.”

“What are your plans?” Thia asked.

“We know where the goblins’ cave is.” Rurik saitlvé plan go and
have a look and see what it looks like. The foun®Ehould have no
trouble going in and taking out the goblins.” Heked at Vall.
“You're an elf. You and | can see 60 feet into dight as if it were
bright light, and see in darkness as if it were tight.” He looked at
Thia and continued, “you’re a Drow. Your superiarkivision will
have a radius of 120 feet. | don’t think your sigiti sensitivity will
be a problem once we get to the caves.”

“I don’t have any sun light sensitivity,” said ThidVhat gave you
that idea?”

“l was told the Drow have a sensitivity to sun lighRurik said.
“Thia was raised by moon elves,” Vall said. “Shdl wave learnt to
cope in sun light.”

“I hope her dark vision is fully developed.” Rurkurmured.

“Don’'t worry about that.” Thia said. “My dark visiis fine.”

“It's true,” Vall agreed. “There’s no one I'd rathi#avel with in the
dark.”



“In that case,” said Rurik. “We’ll leave at firsght. Let's get some
more drinks in.”

That night Thia and Vall decided to get a coupl@aiirs extra
meditation before their first adventure. Thia edilearlier than Vall
in order to send a letter to her parents to laihtkeow how they
were getting on. She found an elf collecting thél arad he assured
her that he knew where Nablara was.
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Dear Mummy,

I hope | haven't left it too long before writing nfiyst letter but there’s been very little happeniAdventures weren’t as easy to
find as we thought.

Until we arrived at this city | thought Nablara waig but this city is massive in comparison andanestold this is small.

I also find it hard to believe that there can bemnech space between settlements.

Your daughter is now an adventurer. Vall and | hiaireed a party to explore a cave that may corgailins. There are seven in
the party but three of them are off doing somettelsg at the present so we have joined the otleimorder to deal with a
minor problem and then we’ll meet the others.

| will send you another letter after our adventamnel let you know how it went.

Please give my love to Daddy and the Old Unclel 8&a}s she is not much of a writer and so will vetletter to her family
after our adventure so please pass our love to.them

Here is a picture of us on our first adventure.
Lots of love,
Thia.

At the entrance to the goblin’s cave the next ddya and Vall were
filled with a sense of dread. It wasn'’t too latéotick out but they
were sure the first sight of it would have the saffiect on anyone.
Having the superior dark vision, Thia led the wathvstor next to
her. She was able to ensure he didn’t stumblefahdy were
engaged in a fight she could cast a light cantrigliow him to see,
which would create a 20 foot sphere of light wittugher 20 feet of
dim light.

After the main opening of the cave, they followedkaarow passage
that opened with large rectangular spaces on esider They were
both empty and there didn't seem to be any reasothém. Thia,
Vall and Rurik searched for signs of traps but difind any so they
continued on. As they neared the end of the padbagesaw two
goblin guards arguing with each other. Thia threfiveabolt at one.
She was waiting for the opportunity to test out twey new spells
but while she could only cast three a day she dathdose the best
times to use them. The fire bolt briefly gave erfolight for Stor to
see the goblins and he leapt forward and took thetim out before
they could raise an alarm. Just a flash of lighs aihthat was
needed for him to be almost as lethal in the darkeawas in the
light.

The passage opened up into a wide cave with stiasgaptions
along the walls.

“Look at this, Vall,” Thia said. She then wonderedhe should
have used ‘Valanthe’ but guessed that Vall soutitech shortened
version.

Vall came over to look at the inscriptions. Thermsvan uneasy
feeling of enchantment about the cavern.



“Wait here,” Vall said to Stor and ventured furtiemith Thia to
investigate.

They could finally get a better view now. Vall tlght the characters
looked familiar because was familiar with them Imgvbeen taught
at school during the lessons that Thia has missedjng errands
for the teacher.

Just as Vall was about to tell Thia that the sasigs similar to
something she’d seen before the enchanted fedlitigea@avern
vanished along with the inscriptions. Thia and Vatlked behind
them to see a rock fall and they just managedrtgpjaut of the way.
As long as Rurik and Stor has stayed where theg weey
wouldn’t have been affected but it did mean Thid ®all were
separated from them and the way out was blocked.

Vall wanted to call out to Rurik and Stor to seth#dy were okay but
Thia pointed out that it would probably alert tlestrof the goblins.
They’d just have to hope that the others had gotTtheir
immediate problem was that with no way to shift theks, this cave
might become their tomb.

“How are we going to get out?” asked Thia with guatnote of fear
in her voice.

“There were guards at the entrance of this cavéfall’'said. “The
goblins won'’t be able to move these rocks. Theyldiwtblock it

off if it's the only exit. There has to be anothey out.”

They searched around the cavern and found a palesatieg out
and down and followed that.

In less than an hour, Thia was had been able touirjrer new spells
and she also found the fire bolt cantrip with k&&@ range and
‘punch’ much more useful than the produce flame émally she
and Vall could feel a draught and knew the wayhad to be close.
Thia was glad she had chosen the spells she hadofQhe options
had been Thunderwave which would have broughtakera down
around them. By the time they reached the passagéhtey hoped
led out, it seemed clear that they’d taken out mbghe goblins and
any left wouldn’t stand much of a chance on theino

The passage was quite large and had the roof reeddy wooden
beams. Before heading towards the draught theyleédo
investigate the other end of the passage for molpérgs. Thia had
one spell left and her cantrips could be cast agyrtimes as she
wanted.



As they ventured down the passage they heard asadt. They
were suddenly rooted to the spot for a second l@nsaw two
huge creatures that appeared to be a cross bebgeesniand goblins
embodying the worst characteristics of both, lunmgedown the
passage towards them. Although they were stoopgtitothe
passage it didn’t slow them down and they were ingas fast as
greyhounds.

“We've got to get out of here.” Vall cried. “Havey got anything
to slow them down?”

She looked at Thia only to find Thia was holding head in her
hands the expression on her face showed she vgasahpain. She
probably couldn’t think about a spell, much lesstcme.

“What's the matter?” Vall asked her.

“I've just had a spitting headache come on,” Thenaged to say.
“My eyes went blurred for a second and then it camd can’t

think straight.”

“You're eyes went blurred?” Vall asked.

That gave Thia the idea to casix
a Light cantrip. b
The light immediately cleared /' //
Thia’s headache and she J
grabbed Vall's hand and cast |,
the Expeditious Retreat speII.."/ _
As she did so Vall's locket /

Vall along with her but found
that somehow Vall was able tcjf‘t
keep with her. The spell was i\
enough to keep them ahead o\;i?'f\"
the beasts until they could get\“
outside at the different

entrance and the spell lasted |
for ten minutes as they heade — — (¢
back to the town.

“What happened there?” asked Vall as they walke# bawards the
town when the spell had worn off.
“l saw your locket glow.” replied Thia. “Is it magal?”



Vall thought about it. “Not a far as | know,” sh&id. She thought
about it again. “Hang on,” she said. “I| seem toesrher hearing
that it was supposed to be magical but we didiriktit was since
we'd never seen any evidence. My father didn’t give me
because it might be magical.”

“l grabbed your hand while | cast that spell,” Thad. “Maybe if |
hold you hand and you're wearing your locket yog#t the benefit
of any spell | cast.”

“I don't think it's as simple as that,” Vall saitl.think it would only
apply to one type of spell or just one spell. Ibyaast Expeditious
Retreat | might get the benefit. | might get thedfé on any
transmutation spell.”

Thia thought about this and was about to answe¥WAhlltstopped
her.

“What | wanted to ask was what happened with yaadache?”
“I've been wondering about that,” Thia said. “I dolike the
conclusion I've come to. When | cast the light cgnit went. Rurik
mentioned about whether my dark vision was develqpeperly.
Although | can see as well in the dark as any Diadan’t think
I've ever tried to see in the dark for longer tl@@mnhour.”

“We've been travelling at night for weeks.” Vall@aimed.

“Yes, but we rested every fifty minutes.” Thia sdidook at my
eyes, they're blue. Most Drow have red eyes. Mysdyen red in the
dark but I think I may not be able to manage mbaeatan hour
without a light source.”

At this point they were coming into the town. Thascided to go to
the inn and find out if Stor and Rurik had returniédhey hadn’t
they needed to go back to the cave and see ifrtbegied help and
hope they'd kept back and not been buried by thk fall.

The inn keeper told Thia and Vall that Stor andiRbad returned
earlier and had paid up and said they’d meet up thieir
companions. Everyone has assumed Thia and Valldmtwe
returning.

“Rurik told us that the entrance to the goblin chaed been sealed
off but buried you in the process.” the inn keegad. “They said
your deaths weren’t in vain since the goblins are trapped and
won’t bother us again.”

“That is not the real story,” Vall said.

“Evidently,” the bar tender said, “as your preseimckcates.”



A warrior sitting at the bar was listening. “Canuyiell us what
really happened then?” he asked.

“The rock fall that sealed off the entrance didpep” Thia
explained. “We had moved in far enough to avoishgdauried by it.
We were actually worried that Stor and Rurik weneidxd.”

“How did you get out?” the warrior asked.

“There is another exit.” Vall said.

“Can you show us where that is?” asked anotherwtaid also
been listening. “If we can seal that one off, owolpem will be
sorted.”

“l think we can say, we’'ve sorted your problemyou.” said Thia.
“My friend and | have taken out almost all the goblin the cave. |
don’t think any left will be much of a problem.”

“There are a couple of large goblin like ogreshiare.” Vall said.
“We can show you where the entrance is for yotetd eff but you
may want to get rid of them first.”

The inn keeper told them they could stay at higl#isthment for as
long as they liked, free of charge for their seggicHe offered to
give them a letter to take to the next town theyite to give to an
inn keeper there that would also give them fregilogl but they
declined.

This evening however, everyone was much more forttiag with
adventuring news. Thia and Vall decided to showoag of
warriors where the other entrance to the goblirecaas the next
day and then continue on that road. They were denfithat they
would be able to deal with any remaining goblindluat road and
found that the next town along it would be holdantgstival in a
couple of days. This would be a great chance femtto find a party
to join to start their next adventure.

Before they went to sleep both Thia and Vall wieteers home
detailing their adventure and decided to post ttlemext morning
on their way out.

When Thia and Vall arrived at Thrisk, which wasggk fishing
town, the festival had already begun. They founttloat it was the
Festival of the Rings, however nobody they tall@eddemed to be
from Thrisk. They'd just come for the festival amobody knew
what it was about. It was clear they didn’t cars.ldng as there was



plenty of food, plenty of drink, music and dancthgt was all that
seemed to matter.

Finding somewhere to stay wasn’t going to be eééyen they’'d
stayed at the inn in the previous city, they wemmmended The
Warrior and Spear, The Green Flagon or The Cursedli€ but
each of these were fully booked and the arrangeseat been
made almost before last year’s festival had ended.

In the end Thia and Vall wandered into an alley savay off from
the revellers. The alley was called Muck Alley avmas aptly named.
It was in the middle of a labyrinth of other stietill of noisy
taverns. There was an inn there called The Topak@m, which
was opposite the workshop of a half-elf tailor edlimroth.

The inn was a two-story stonewalled building, vatblue tile roof.
Accommodations consisted of several small roomb h&tds and
woollen mattresses. The meals ranged between tfautsilver
pieces and all came with a drink. The innkeeperaviasavyset
gnome named Atris. They later found out that hespssed a
magical sword that once belonged to the gnome rafiges, who
vanished in the Dread Laif of Ruin.

Joining in with the festival was easy. At first @ldecided to wear
her hood to hide her race but after a while sha'dlibther after
they realised that nobody cared who or what yolevasriong you
were determined to have a good time. When the e@apé&r found
out they were here for the festival he was ablebtwo dresses



which fitted them which were the local fashion angch more
presentable at a festival than their travellinglots.

Although there were hundreds of people at thevialséind many of
them were adventurers, adventuring was not merdiand it was
only the next day when everyone had recoveredTthiat and Vall
decided to see if anyone in the inn wanted toahalbut adventures.
It seemed everyone in the inn was talking, telttigers about
themselves and what news they'd heard on theirlveag and Thia
and Vall guessed there were in just the right place

The first person they noticed when they came dawrmafmeal was
an elf with grey hair and hazel eyes, wearing @lo¢hing and silk
gloves. She also appeared Fey in appearance affuadecided to
ask the innkeeper about her before the decidemikdd her.

“Her name is Serielye,” the innkeeper said. “Shees in every few
months. She’s definitely an elf. She’s an expetérainer. She
always brings her dog, Subhkeir, with her. She lhshas a pint
each evening that she comes in and her dog géta padt. On the
rare occasion that she has a bit more than al@ntjog gets a bit
more too. | don’t know much more about her. Shesdi¢alk much
but seems to take in everything that goes on.”

There was another elf sitting there but there woasething about
him that turned them off so they ordered a meaba$ted trout with
cinnamon and dried cherry with a glass of cider jaited a man
with black hair and grey eyes. He looked very wealtlthough with
the gold they’d found in the goblins’ cave they @@t doing bad
themselves.

He was reluctant to talk to Thia at first so Valillthe conversation
and he began to accept Thia more. His name wasaiabd he
was an aristocrat but although he was stoic, healgasgullible.
Wicbert told them he was looking for a company @fenturers who
could escort his daughter safely to the dwarf eftidariholm,
although he wouldn’t say why.

Vall noticed there was a dwarf who might be ablaep Wicbert.
She was common in appearance with messy auburarmaiight
hazel eyes but was wearing fine raiment and jewelighe was on
her own and seemed to have things on her mind bahwhe saw
Thia and Vall she welcomed them over. Her nameKvasi and she
was also an aristocrat. They told her about Wicbert

“He doesn’t say why?” asked Khali.



“No.” said Vall.

“That does seem a bit suspicious,” Khali said.dVé a gift for
being able to see people’s alignment. That elf dvere,” and she
pointed to the man that Thia and Vall had wanteavimid, “is evil.
Wicbert | can see is lawful and neutral. | knowHzfriholm and
might be able to help him. | want to atone for s@ims from my
past but the dwarves in Hariholm are not on frigndtms with
elves. | wouldn’t recommend you joining us.”

“Do you think anyone else here could help you?'ealskhia. There
was a gnome with white hair, sharp blue eyes arall &ars sitting
near by and a human with silver hair and dark elyss who was
dressed as a peasant. The human came over whelodkey at
her.

“I hope you don’t mind me overhearing a bit of yaonversation,”
she said. She sounded very kind and charming. “dyenis Aenad.
| might be able to help you on your quest. It woallsb benefit me.
I’m looking for a company of adventurers to clear name against
false charges of forgery. I've heard that the sithk@gon of the Lost
Barrow of Chaos may help adventurers for a price.”

The gnome was a hedge wizard called Thari. Shevesoseeking to
clear her name but in this case from charges @&dyeitt was clear
she was lustful and sarcastic but agreed to bthéh member of
the team. She told them that the route to Hariheémt through the
Dismal Moor. They wanted to avoid that route beeaaspectral
dragon had been seen there. She’d also hearchéhatizard Perce
the Wise possessed a remarkable collection ofngsamd
prophecies.

As Thia and Vall retired that night they reflectbdt they had got
together a party of adventurers but would not lo@ng them. They
weren’'t sure how long anyone was going to stay timwfestival
was over and may have missed their chance. Howestebefore
they went to their room the innkeeper told thenelwen caravan
was expected to arrive, supposedly carrying adpbes Llane
which grant eternal youth. Whether the apples dithay were told
was unimportant, there would be a lot of peopleezitvith the
caravan or in the city when they heard about itdtdready had all
the other rooms booked so they might have bettértloe next day.



The next morning Thia and Vall rose late since thag nothing
major planned for the day. At breakfast they hehad Wicbert,
Khali, Aenad and Thari had eaten a quick brealdagl and left at
first light. Serielye was nowhere to be seen, nas tihe evil elf.
Thia and Vall found out where and when the caravas due to
arrive and decided to steer clear.

In the end Thia suggested that there were songedftw miles
outside the city and they could climb them to getdea of the lay
of the land. It did appear that everyone else kiimnarea much
better than them and it would help planning advesstif they had
an idea of the terrain they’d be crossing.

When they finally did climb a hill the view was imgssive. You
could see other hills, forests, rivers, lakes awehs. Even the
mountains where Nablara was situated were stilljisble in the
distance. It was hard to believe they had comastrdm home. As
they were looking around they suddenly heard aekhmy sound in
the sky and two harpies swooped down scratching thigh their
claws before moving out of range of their weapdiiee harpy that
attacked Thia tore her clothing while Vall had #Huvantage of her
chain mail. This didn’t stop Thia though, and shetsat the harpy
with her crossbow. The harpy easily dodged thestrow bolt and
screeched a taunt before the two dived for thermaga

Thia and Vall, this time, had time to drop to thheund to avoid the
harpies. Thia rolled onto her back in the same mmzvre.

“We’re changing the rules,” she said and threwebflt at the
nearest harpy. The firebolt was a lot faster tharoasbow bolt but
the harpy expertly dodged it. Enraged it dived laTagain
scratching her face and arms before moving oudirode again.

Thia spared a glance at Vall to see she also hafhte and hands
much more badly scratched but now had her sworcwadithad cut a
piece out of the harpy’s wing.

She could only spare a glance before having toordlof the way of
the other harpy, having not had the time to getemfeet.

Vall was on her feet. The harpy she was fighting wat able to fly
but it buffeted her with its other wing sending fAging. Thia
wanted to cast a Witch Bolt spell but wasn’t geftaenchance to get
out her twig from the lightning tree while she haceither throw
firebolts, which the harpy could dodge, or haveadge it herself.



As the other harpy pounced on Vall tearing at Bgsland buffeting
her with its wings Vall managed to use an Actiomg&uo sit up and
swing her sword cutting the harpy in two. The otbiee screeched in
rage and flew over to Vall clawing at her face anéfeting her with
its wings knocking Vall out.

Thia could only look on horrified. It was clear théall was lying
there dying and with the other harpy moving backttack her she
couldn’t tend to Vall. As the harpy flew towards h€hia had the
time to pull out a piece of string and a bit of wido cast an Unseen
Servant spell. This created a mindless, shapetessible force that
could perform simple tasks such as fetching, clegmending,
folding clothes, lighting fires, serving food oryrang wine.
Telepathically, Thia was able to command it togaealing kit from
her backpack and use it to stabilise Vall.

As the harpy hovered above Thia, she used hendeid to throw
firebolts at it. Each bolt the harpy would be afolelodge so Thia
aimed to miss luring the harpy closer. When it wlase enough, she
jumped up and threw the contents of her hip flasér @, which
she’'d been fumbling with in her right hand. Thegdyawas
momentarily surprised and at this close range,rtiahent was all
Thia needed to throw a firebolt at the harpy thabuldn’t dodge,
turning it into a ball of fire. Thia threw her dagaat it finishing it
off and waited for its remains to burn out befatieving her
dagger.

In the mean time she ran to check on Vall who wilsusconscious
but stable and dismissed the unseen servant.

Unfortunately Thia didn’t have any healing poti@mrknow any
healing spells and knew that Vall needed to resttover so she
lifted her up and carried her into a small wood reht@ey’d be
protected from any more harpies.

As Thia sat Vall against a tree, a leopard lyingpar of the
branches above them jumped down and took a lordjlbek at
them.

Thia wasn’t sure what to do having dropped her waapo carry
Vall but before her eyes the leopard transmutemltimé shape of a
man. Thia had heard that Druids could take on arfionans but had
never seen it.

“Your friend doesn’t look too good,” the Druid sadd he laid his
hands on Vall. After a moment she opened her eyegdomked



around. Before Thia could thank him, the Druid adnnto a wolf
and ran off.

“How do you feel?” Thia asked Vall as she helpedupe

“I've been better.” Vall said and looked at thdl $turning remains
of the harpy. “That firebolt really packs a puncskie said.

“I know.” Thia said. “Being a cantrip | can case# often as | like. |
think if | had been on my own, | would have beehaspells by
now.”

“You'll always have me by your side.” Vall assurieelr.

“I know,” Thia said. “We’ll always be there for daother.”

“l could do with learning some magic,” said Valhut as a fighter |
don’t think that would work.”

When they had finally taken in the view and gotdea of the area
they decided to head back into town. It was darkmiiney neared
the border of the town. They saw nearby in a rdiglat and went to
investigate. As they approached the light moveth&irinto the ruin
beckoning them to follow.

Thia and Vall both heard alarm bells ringing initheads.

“Wait a moment,” whispered Thia. She cast her dajp@ghts
cantrip nearby. As she guessed, they saw therhghre towards
them as if confused.

“It's a will-o’-the-wisp,” Thia hissed to Vall.

“We ought to get out of here,” Vall whispered back.

“We can’t do that.” Thia whispered. “These are Hesvil
creatures. We can’t allow them to be this closenéotown.”

They heard in their heads a roaring sound. It Wwastll-o’-the-
wisp. Trying to lure them forward. No doubt therasaan unstable
wall somewhere in the ruin. They derive their pasveom the life
forces released by creatures when they die, aadesult spend a
lot of time trying to lure
creatures to their death.
The dancing lights looked
like four more will-0’-
the-wisps and moving to
examine them meant Vall
was able to strike at it
with her sword.

The will-o’-the-wisp
immediately focused its




attention on Vall and shot a bolt of energy at fiéke energy threw
her back and she lay several feet away dazed.bytilais time
moved in with burning hands. The will-o’-the-wisgdthough being
a magical creature, had never been attacked bycrbafpre. It tried
to attack Thia the same way it attacked Vall bughla to work out
where she was, it missed. Thia threw a Chromaticadit and it
fizzled out.

Thia helped Vall up. She needed more medical ¢tee Thia
thought she could provide and she helped Vall ba¢ke town and
took her to the southern edge of the city wherg thand a healers
shop still open.

He wanted to charge them nearly three hundred gelzes for
healing her but then just used a healing potion¢chvbould be
bought, in the market, for fifty gold pieces. Heglipotions weren’t
easy to find though and there wasn’'t a market goetiney didn’t
complain. The healer did mention that there wak lbanages’ guild
in the city and a fighters’ guild. They would bestd to all but
members now but Thia and Vall thought they mighhtita visit
them during the day.

While Vall was being healed Thia decided to hal@o& in a Magic
Shop they had passed on their way to the Healenen\Whia went
in, the mage immediately recognised her magical and recited an
incantation. Thia found that her clothes that heérbtorn by the
harpies were repaired.

Thia asked the mage if he wanted anything for bdhe said it was
‘on the house’ — the least he could do for anothagic user. Thia
decided to buy a component pouch to put the matmraponents
of her spells in so she could get at them easier.

Their main concern was getting back to the inndbspmething to
eat. Thia thought getting Vall to bed would help bet Vall insisted
the potion had cured all the damage and a mealwvasshe
needed. Thia agreed but knew that if she were goitiy and find
an adventure, Vall would want to be present.

In the inn there were all different people exceptdne. Serielye was
there again with her dog. They were sitting alosée&fore and
looked like the wanted to be on their own.



Thia and Vall ordered braised shellfish and leeltb & glass of
wine for two silver pieces each and sat down ab&topposite a
dwarf. She was exceptionally beautiful, with cropped hair and
dark hazel eyes. She was wearing leather armour.

“Hello there,” she greeted them. She noticed Trs&ia colour but
decided to ignore it. “You look like you've had tpia day.”

In their haste to get a meal Thia and Vall hadmiuight to tidy
themselves up. The scratches from the harpies atilllde seen on
Thia, and Vall's clothes looked ruffled.

“We met a couple of harpies.” Vall said.

“You're lucky to get away so lightly,” the dwarfiga“l wouldn’t
venture out of the city after dark.”

“It was dark when we got here,” said Thia. “We disoght a will-
0’-the-wisp.”

Vall wouldn’t have mentioned that but liked the koan the dwarfs
face.

“There’s more to you than meets the eye,” the dwaid. “Let me
introduce myself. I'm Jora Holmgidotr. I'm a rander

“I'm Valanthe,” said Vall. “This is Thia,” she weioin gesturing to
Thia.

As she greeted Thia and Vall, they noticed sheadhawdhimed left
hand.

“What brings you to these parts?” asked Jora.

“We were hoping to join a party of adventurers,iakaid. “We
thought we’d find plenty of opportunities at thetigal. I'm a
wizard and my friend here is a fighter.”

“Maybe you could help me out.” Jora said. “I'm loog for my lost
sister.”

“Do you know where to start looking?” asked Valkvthe memory
of the view from the hilltop coming to mind.

“Last time | heard from her, she was in the Tempkks. She knew
a bookbinder called Symund there. I've heard Heglicoming here
at the end of the week so I'm going to wait unéldrrives. If he
can’t give me any new leads, I'll start there.”

A half elf who had been buying a meal at the bartéh@ mention of
the Tempest Hills. He came up to them. He was slendth curly
golden hair and bright amber eyes. He was weaiithg drmour.

“If you are going to the Tempest Hills, could Inoyou?” he asked.
“Are you headed there?” asked Jora.



“I'm Theny,” he said. “I'm an inquisitor but I'm loking for my
missing daughter and my search takes me thefgatitarns up
nothing I'll go on to Moor Court.”

“Please join us,” said Thia glancing at Vall andaJfor agreement.
“I've heard that Cynre the merchant is in town agajora said. “He
deals in magical weapons but they’re all cursed.”

“l thought the mage’s guild told him not to shovs face here
again.” Theny said.

“They don’t have the authority to ban him from tiy,” Jora
replied. “I don’t think he plans to trade here amg@assing through. |
wonder which unfortunate town he’ll try and tradenext.”

“I've heard that someone has been looting tomlbseaT emple of
Angels.” Theny told them. “I believe our journeysias near there.
We should think about giving it a wide berth.”

Another half elf approached them, drawn by thetsofliwo elves
and another half elf. She had a long face withktbiond hair and
grey eyes. She looked like she’d just heard sosteidiing news.
“Is something bothering you?” Thia asked her.

“I've just heard that the barmaid at the Demon 8edoent tried to
poison a company of adventurers. May | join yosfaled there not
long ago.”

Jora pulled up a chair for her and the innkeeparihg what she’d
said, offered her a drink and assured her it wgsri¥onous.

“I think,” the half-elf said as she sat down, “néixte | come
through here I'll stay at the Clerics’ guild. Althgh | do feel safe
here.”

“Cleric’s guild?” asked Thia, remembering the twalds they’'d
passed on their way in earlier.

“Yes,” replied the half-elf. “I'm a cleric. My namie Nimrellye. We
have a gild in this city in the Temple of Tempus.”

“Would the mage’s guild be prepared to teach amgtho a wizard
seeking to further her skills?” asked Thia.

“After taking out a will-o’-the-wisp, you’ll haveamtrouble asking
for training.” Jora said.

The surprise of Nimrellye’s face was evident bug ditn’t say
anything.

“l was meaning to ask,” Theny said. “Why was thendy one? |
didn’t think will-o’- the-wisps were solitary craakes.”

Thia had learnt a bit about them since they wergicahcreatures,
“you can encounter one to three of them.”



“I'm looking to find out who murdered my family.” ifrellye said.
“I'm heading for Moor Court. Hundreds of bats weeen swarming
down there last night.”

Since they would be waiting for Symund before erkiogy on their
adventure Thia and Vall thought they could usetithe visiting
their respective guilds to see if there was anghirey could learn.
The mages’ guild was near to a healing shop biffereht healing
shop to the one they’'d visited the day before. fidigers’ guild was
always at the northwestern corner of a city buhvlie winding
streets you needed to leave plenty of time forimgtost.

Thia found that the mages’ guild told her that thewuld teach her
any magic rather than just evocation spells. Thegrded she could
probably learn some more powerful spells and letheose two to
learn from the level she could cast.

After what she’d learnt about Vall's locket, Thiasvinterested in
learning a transmutation spell and chose one calle Self. It
allowed her to gain the benefits of aquatic adaptato change her
appearance or to grow claws, fangs, spines or heinngh she could
use as natural weapons. Each time she cast tHesbpedould
choose a different one or change it during thel speé other spell
she chose was an evocation spell called Scorchayg IRallowed
her to create three rays of fire and hurl thenamgets within a range
of one hundred and twenty feet. It could be attanget or several.
She found that later on she might be able to create rays.
Belonging to the School of Evocation she was, &srbeable to
spend half and gold and time as usual copying\tbeation spell
into her spell book but it took longer and cost enfar the
transmutation spell. She wouldn’t be able to camtenthan two of
these higher level spells per a day but was toddcstuld probably
manage four of the lower level spells. She foundgdeer if she tried
to cast Witch Bolt as a higher spell it would dacsvthe damage,
and also could increase the damage of Burning Hands
Chromatic Orb in the same way.

When Vall started her training she was told shaighohoose a
Martial Archetype. These were different approadhes different
fighters take to perfecting their fighting proweS$fe could choose
to be a Champion, a Battle Master or an Eldritcigkn



Eldritch Knights combined the martial mastery comno all
fighters with a careful study of magic. The teclugg would be
similar to those practiced by wizards. She woully twe able to
learn a comparatively small number of spells butildoe able to
commit them to memory rather than using a spelkboo

Vall remembered what she said to Thia the prevaaysafter they
fought the harpies — that she could do with legysiome magic. It
also brought to mind how she’d attacked the witlté-wisp as a
fighter and taken serious damage while Thia hadHed it off using
two spells and not taken a scratch. She thougEldntch Knight
could be what she wanted. However she had wantedto
manoeuvres and as a Battle Master there was thw@topty to learn
some that were not just standard manoeuvres. gredfs’ Guild
called them Superiority Manoeuvres. She could ok one per
attack and only up to four times a day but werekihd of thing
she’d been interested in.

Vall decided she had chosen to be a fighter rdtiear a wizard.
Improving her skills as a fighter while Thia impexi’her magical
ability meant they complemented each other welll ¥acided to
choose Battle Master which involved employing naitiechniques
that had been passed down through the generalioresBattle
Master, combat was an academic field, sometimésdimg subjects
beyond battle such as weapon smithing and calliyragot every
fighter could absorb the lessons of history, thesng artistry that
are reflected in a Battle Master archetype, bus¢hsho did were
well-rounded fighters of great skill and knowledge.

Vall was offered the opportunity to learn to becgmneficient in one
type of artisans’ tools of her choice. After hegrthe names of
different places over the last two days and nowkng where any of
them were, Vall choose to learn to use cartographeols, after all
you needed a map to find the Fighters’ Guild. Wkati came to
learn the manoeuvres it was suggested she |leaa dmd learn
some more after she got some experience.

After a week of training Thia and Vall returnedtbhe@ inn and asked
Jora what she’d heard from Symund.

“Symund hasn’t turned up.” Jora told them. “He’atseo message
so | can only assume he’s been delayed but if kerdbturn up
today, we can’t wait for him.”



“Are you talking about Symund the book binder?”ekhe inn
keeper who'd been able to hear their conversatiom the bar.

“Do you know him?” asked Thia.

“No,” the inn keeper said, “but | have heard of hirheard he
mysteriously disappeared in the Tempest Hills\\sestk.”

“l think we need to start there then,” said Vall.

At that moment Theny and Nimrellye turned up. Jdied them in
with what they’d just heard.

Vall had drawn a rough copy of a local map and tiesd that to
plan their route. They had already agreed to dieelemple of
Angles a wide birth but that would take them vdpse to the city
of Bamor but they didn’t want to go anywhere néaré since it had
been decimated by a deadly plague. Vall's map stdivere was a
kind of ‘northwest passage’ that went through thies at Duli’s
Delve and should be far enough from the other tlaogs. They
needed to do that section in one day. There weneurs that it was
not a place to spend the night — although no omevkmhy.

That night as Thia was preparing to retire, See@yproached her,
at bottom of the stairs.

“l heard about your quest,” she whispered. “I hawgft of temporal
perception. | can’t see into the future but | whéear something |
can tell if it is important for a particular siti@.”

“What do you know?” Thia asked in an equally lowo&
Serielye moved her mouth close to Thia’s ear anetlyusaid,
“Riffin the merchant has been spending coins, éaering the
Image of the sun eclipsed.”

Thia looked confused on how that would relate wrtuest but
Serielye was not finished.

“A fair princess is held imprisoned within the Steiof Demonic
Devastation. Don’t ask me why these are importeimat | do not
know. All I know is you need to bear these in mind.

Thia went to her room and told Vall what had hapgaen

“Has she been drinking?” Vall asked.

“l think she was very serious,” replied Thia. “Hesknows things
that we ought to know, | wish she was coming wali u

“Theny’s a thief.” Vall said.

“I know,” replied Thia. “It means we’'ve got a wdlhlanced party.
Two fighters, a magic user, a cleric and a thief.”

“Do you think he is really an inquisitor?” askedlVa



“I don’t know,” Thia said, assuming a meditatiorsgmn. “It
doesn’t really matter but we’ll probably find owtfore long.”

At first light Thia and Vall met up with Jora, Theand Nimrellye
for breakfast to get ready to head off. Just ag tere about to go
Serielye approached them with her dog. This tineevgas dressed
for travelling and asked if she could join them.

This came as a bit of surprise but a glance aratiiederyone’s face
indicated she was welcome. Thia had told them abeutliscussion
the previous evening but no one mentioned it now.

Serielye told them she was a bard and this coufwihspire them
and heal them.

The route they planned to take to the Tempest Wtlald take
several days and Vall wondered if they could geteshorses. When
she asked, she was told there was a trading ptstieuhe city that
sold horses but it was in the wrong direction a@s wo far out that
you needed a horse to get there. Walking on tleat veas a bad idea
since almost anyone who walked would get foundhieyfbrest
bandits.

They set off on foot on the road away from the $ar&hia and Vall
found out after the first day that the journey \gagg to take longer
than they expected. Serielye was the only othemdrecould just
meditate for four hours. The others needed eightsleep each
night and Subhkeir also preferred more than fourfiolhis meant
Thia and Vall would take a turn with Serielye aepimg watch.

As they set out just after dawn on the first dayas warm and the
sun was shining and everyone felt in good spirnenedespite the
objective of the journey for three of them. Theynaged to keep up
a good pace and were all impressed about how wellkept up
with her short legs.

On the road to Thrisk, Thia and Vall had encouritereouple of
goblins left from the goblin’s cave but apart framat they had a
mainly quiet journey which they hadn’t had since finst couple of
weeks after they left Nablara. They’d almost fotgontwhat a quiet
journey was like and for the first day were a bary

That night as they sat around the camp fire thiegx@hange stories
of their past. Theny revealed that he had traindaetan inquisitor
but found he had a more natural talent as a threfn want he learnt
from his training he could see rich people who badome rich by



unethical means. He had taken to stealing from thednusing the
money to help out the less fortunate. He foundloatt a thief was a
useful occupation for an adventurer and decidgauitdnis skills to
good use, but found his daughter had gone missidga this was
his first adventure.

Serielye took a different approach. Bards thrivestmmies whether
they are true or not. Her background and motivatvasn’t as
important as the stories she told about themBié&al had for
example a secure and mundane childhood, they wealtse there
was no story in it and paint themselves as an orpaiged by a hag
in a dismal swamp or some such thing.

Serielye decided to tell them a story but made gutieln’'t portray
her as being able to do anything other than whatshlly could

do. It reminded Thia and Vall about how OIld Und¢leught he may
as well embellish his stories since no one belidusd even when
he was telling the truth. When he saw that Thia\aalilbelieved
him though, he decided to tell them only the truth.

The following day after a quick breakfast they coméd on their
way. The weather remained good but the road tuimtech track that
went through the forest and several times theyddbe track
fizzled out and they had to back track until theyld find out where
they went wrong. Finally the path came to a straachalthough it
didn’t follow the stream, Vall's map showed tha¢ tream flowed
out of the wood not far from the path and so thegided following
the stream was easier. They had hoped to reachrafto
accommodation that evening but found that the amofiime they
wasted meant they wouldn’t reach it before darkh@digh all of
them had dark vision they didn’t really want tovighat night unless
they had to.

“Did you note anything on your map where we coutip8” Thia
asked Vall.

Vall was looking at her map. “It is only a hastihade rough copy,”
she said. “I only really included things that weghttineed to know
about.”

“Shall we just find somewhere to make camp?” Nityeel
suggested.

“I marked some land marks on the map.” Vall safe*will be
passing a ruined castle before dusk if we keeppiie. That might
have some shelter.”



“The last ruins we went into, we found a will-o’ettwisp,” Thia
reminded her.

“This track leads to the castle and joins a roadouild think being
close to a road might keep monsters away.” Vatl.safter she said
that she suddenly felt less sure.

“Those ruins are perfectly safe. We'll have no peafs staying
there.” Serielye suddenly said. She usually sarg kle but the
way she said this quelled all their doubts.

“Fine.” Vall said. “If we keep up this pace, welle there by dusk. |
was hoping to get to the next town but if we daveiste too much
time tomorrow we should be just outside the ‘nogbtpassage’
and able to start through it the day after.”

As they reached the ruins they found that on ote, Some of the
rooms were still intact and so decided to sleepetheerielye and
Subhkeir shared a room with Thia and Vall, Joraldmdrellye
shared another room and Theny had a room to himself

There were no signs of any monsters and the reassd safe.
They were glad of the walls since a cold wind hadted to blow.
The ruins were probably quite popular for passragdllers. As they
left the next day, Nimrellye noticed that somebbdy carved into
the wall, “Please leave this hotel as you would b& find it”.
Although the wind had dropped by the morning, il ktarted to
rain. Nobody enjoyed it much apart from Nimrelly & was
understandable that Jora was not pleased. Theeasisted all day
and at times was just drizzling and at other timas quite heavy
but not torrential.

As they followed the road they found it branchefitofthe right.
The road was signposted for Bamor but a road bhackbeen
placed there with a sign warning people of the Hepldgue. Two
guards were also standing there.

“You are not heading for Bamor are you?” one ofdhards asked
them.

“We have heard about the plague,” Jora said. “Wiee\leading
there but have adjusted our plan to avoid it.”

“The deadly plague has been contained,” the guad ¥How close
are you passing?”

“We’re going through Duli’'s Delve.” Vall said.

The guard gave them a strange look. He obviousiywiine rumours
about it. He waved them past.



The muddiness of the road had slowed them dowithlen¢ was no
where to shelter from the rain and if they triechpang out they’'d
all be sick by the morning. Thia used her lighttoarto help them
see and it was better then nothing until they ctotbe town close
to Duli’s Delve and found an inn to stay.

The inn appeared to be a fairly pleasant placereliwvere some
minstrels playing music with most people standingitiing at the
bar watching them. There was group of men playarg< but three
of them were becoming suspicious of their friedd/sning streak’.
The accommodation was upstairs. The landlord waBtdxhkeir to
stay in Serielye’s room but after asking if coute goin the
minstrels and after playing a few songs on herppes the landlord
seemed to change his mind.

Vall managed to find a local map of the area aratlussto improve
her one. Thia found it necessary to wear her hadavhen she
realised she hadn’t cast any spells that day stidekkto cast Alter
Self to make her skin appear the same colour dsVilonly lasted
for an hour and she could cast it only twice b dacided to use it
to talk to the bartender about the road up ahead.
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The bartender also knew the rumours that you sintdldger in
Duli’'s Delve but also didn’t know why. He said thhts area had its
fair share of monsters and they were lucky to henteseen any
signs of any. He did warn Thia that the road upadhdid sometimes
have trolls. Since they could only come out at higby either
needed to be safely in a town or have someone kge&yatch.
Nimrellye disappeared after her meal wanting tg posher deity.
Although she was a member of the clerics guilcdhenTemple of
Tempus, she had mentioned that Tempus was noeltgr d



Everyone retired early that night. They wantecdeto/e early and get
in and out of Duli’s Delve before dark.

The next morning, everyone rose before light. Thrdmder had
agreed to make them an early breakfast and they aretheir way
just at it was getting light.

“l saw you talking to the bartender last night.”INsaid to Thia.
Everyone else apart from Serielye was surpriseremembering
seeing Thia the previous evening, since with wklkia, they hadn’t
recognised her.

“l was asking him about the road up ahead,” she: Skiie’s also
aware that we shouldn’t linger in Duli’'s Delve aftiark but doesn’t
know why.”

“It is because an undead knight in the ruins stdhds watch over
the tomb of his queen.” Serielye said.

After what Serielye had said, there was an uneaslynfy amongst
the group as they entered into Duli’s Delve. Traita't seem to be
any animal or bird sounds. As a cleric, Nimrellyghe power to
turn and destroy undead but guessed this knighttrbig out of her
league.

The road was in a state of disrepair and althotiglas seldom used
there were indications that people still came way but not often.
The road was flat for only a short way before intvsteeply uphill.
It was slow going and the rain from the previoug dad made the
road slippery and although the weather was dwagn’t sunny and
would take some time to dry up the mud. After qsidene time the
road became more level as it took a sharp turheadeft. In that
direction you could see the ruins. The road was gvawvn and
hadn’t been used for many years. At this pointta,pasible only
because it had been used by everyone who had ¢asneay for
years, continued straight ahead. The path was mach muddy
than the road and the hill was a lot steeper. Tesyded to stop and
look at the map.

“We’re not going to get through before night aréxvislimrellye
asked.

Vall shook her head.

“Can we go back?” asked Jora.



“We've come too far,” Vall said. “If the road wasslippery we
might make it back but if we hurry with the roae tvay it is we run
the risk of tripping and breaking our necks.”

Everyone thought about this.

“Even if we do go back,” Vall continued, “we’ve gt come this
way at some point. We're trying to avoid two otdangerous places
and to go around them, we’ll never get to the Teshpils.”

“What should we do then?” asked Nimrellye.

“That’s obvious,” Thia said. “Head on up the hilichtry and put as
much distance between ourselves and the ruinsdafght.”
Nobody seemed to like that option but it was thiy dmng they
could do.

Heading up the hill was hard work. The gradient ivas enough
without the mud and they all slipped over sevanaés. When they
reached a level section they were all covered id although
Subhkeir didn’t seem to mind.

The road ahead was only level for a short way leetorontinued up
just as steep. To the right was an even steepee shat they'd all
have trouble getting up but it wasn’t very highdrefthere was a flat
place to make camp. It has begun to drizzle anet tivere trees at
the top where they could shelter. They weren't lyezs far from the
ruins as anyone would have liked but it was alregetying dark and
it was without question that travelling at nightsa@ut of the
qguestion, even with Thia’s Light cantrip.

As they sheltered under the trees Nimrellye suggetstey draw a
chalk circle round the campsite but she didn’t hame chalk, nor
did anyone else.

As they were thinking of trying to sleep, Theny lzathought.
“Serielye, you said that an undead knight in thagstill stands
watch over the tomb of his queen. Is that right?”

Serielye nodded.

“Surely that means that as long as we don’t ehierdins or disturb
the tomb, he’ll leave us alone.”

Everyone thought about this but said nothing. feones of them it
was a very long night but Subhkeir slept right tigb.

The next day, despite some of them not gettingoaimguch sleep
they managed to clear Duli’'s Delve. The drizzle bhdted by the
morning and by early afternoon the sun was shinkfigr getting



through Duli's Delve, they heard the bird song agdhere had
been no animal sounds in Duli’'s Delve. They codd the Tempest
Hills up ahead in the distance now. They decidegkto
accommodation in the first town they came to. Toeyld have
gone to the next one but they decided not to oushit today and
catch up on any sleep they’'d missed.

Thia, Vall and Serielye all wanted to spend anaktiur of two in
meditation. Nimrellye found there was a temple boiTin the town
and decided to go and pray there. She told them Wwhe her deity
but as well as bring a thunder god, he was alsaragad which was
what Tempus was which was why she was welcomedieto
Temple of Tempus in Thrisk easily. They didn’t taway other
clerics since the guild was there but preferreldmd them just to
the guild rooms.

Now that they were closer to the Tempest Hills aTdand Vall
decided to make some enquiries relating to theastju

“Symund the book binder.” the bar tender said. tisappeared
mysteriously. He isn’t the only one. | don’t expéztee any of
them again.”

There was no word on Jora’s sister or Theny’s daargh

“There do seem to have been a lot of murders rgeétite bad
tender told them when they asked about Nimrellfersily. “These
murders started some month’s ago. They seem togamised in
some way. They’re not being done by any one pebsibthere’s
nothing to relate any of the victims. Most of tharme young, some
are children or even babies or pregnant women.”

“Is that why people are disappearing?” asked Thia.

“Some of them could be but I think some of the ppzarances are
not necessarily murders but are related in some™wlag bar tender
said. “I think if your friend had her whole famihlgurdered she was
probably a bit unlucky.”

Vall stared at him thinking the remark was a bisympathetic.
The bar tender noticed that. “I didn’t mean it bausd like that,” he
apologised. “What are | was meaning is that thedens seem to
target individuals rather than families. With thégees of murders
it's not common for a whole family to be murderéday she’s
unlucky that her whole family got targeted becahsy were
probably targeted individually.”

“And this just started?” Thia asked.



“As far as | know,” the bar tender said. “There wasimour that the
Drow are behind it but as far as I’'m concerned thaist people
looking for someone to blame. | expect you'll getne more
information when you actually get there.”

Thia believed the bar tender didn’t hold anythiggiast the Drow
but was glad she’d used her Alter Self spell agEnere may also
have been people around who may not be so tolsirace rumours
did tend to get out of hand.

The next day they headed for the Tempest Hills.Whather was
quite good but they could see up ahead that itn@agoing to
remain that way. There had to be a reason how T&nkpks had
got their name and it now looked apparent.

There were known to be quite a few small villagethe Tempest
Hills but no one could think of why people wouldnww#o settle here
although Nimrellye seemed to like the idea.

Vall's map was rather vague when it came to the gesnHills but
there was a small village just inside where theydubthey could
find an inn. They prospect of making camp was moy\appealing.
The boundary wasn'’t a clearly defined line, the theajust seemed
to be getting gradually worse but by the time thregched the
village it was clear they were in the Tempest Hillsia, Vall and
Theny had all seen how dogs can be bothered bylénlbut
Subhkeir seemed totally unfazed although it waardke wanted to
be somewhere he could dry off.

When they came into the town they were able to éindnn. The
accommodation wasn’t much to write home aboutais wainly
straw beds around the hearth but the menu washeadyevaried.
The sounds of the storm outside could still be thear

“How do you sleep through these storms,” Theny dske bar
tender.

“We just get used to it,” the bar tender told hivuost of the patrons
were locals and were also used to it.

“My deity is Thor.” Nimrellye said. “He grants mavours so | don’t
like to ask for any extras but | can ask that ety sleep for you
guys during the storm.”

“You only need to ask that he does it for Jora &heny,” Vall said.
“Thia, Serielye and myself will be meditating so wen'’t be
bothered.”



“I will pray to him,” Nimrellye assured them. “Hean only say no. |
feel closer to him here.”

The next morning they planned to leave at firdttligut found the
weather was no better and it was still dark outsédeer waiting for
a while they decided it was not going to get anydorend decided
to use Thia’s Light cantrip to help them althougayt got
momentary flashes from the lighting. Although ligimg was not
attracted to metal Vall decided to remove her ciaa in the wet
and just hoped she’d be able to stand up to anytihiat passed their
way.

Jora knew which village Symund came from which wasre she
planned to start her search. It was the main 8liaghe Tempest
Hills so they guessed Theny and Nimrellye would ttargo there
to ask around.

The darkness gave Thia and Vall an uneasy feelimg lvas
probably only because since joining this party thagin’t journeyed
in the dark before but they were well used to litefie was still some
nagging feeling at the back of their minds but theth knew they’'d
be happier in the next village and would be mudieved when they
were finally out of the Tempest Hills.

As they were heading up a hill to a high spot thegrd the sound of
heavy footsteps in the mud and turned to see thode coming
towards them. They were large and fat and abotalleas Thia, Vall
and Serielye, which made them about a head talder the average
human. The had muscular limbs and incredibly ugbes.

It was a shock to see trolls during the day bubhe thick clouds
they were in no danger of them turning to stondesunlight.

Jora was giving them a hard look. She had beencérgehem to
be Hill Trolls which most dwarves loathed due tasvaetween
them that had raged since before recorded histtryse were
Common Trolls. Usually they were part of an armgirted in
combat and ready to practice their favourite hobliging
thoroughly evil, against anything humanoid. Thesekéed a bit more
primitive. In the Tempest Hills they probably hadinad the benefit
of military training but should not be under estiath

The trolls looked at them and decided that althaigly weren’t
humans, they would make a welcome change and ahtwgards
them swinging their battle axes.



Serielye pulled out a rapier but moved back. Slteswenething else
in mind than straightforward fighting. Jora had @aWwammer, which
she was ready with. Theny drew his broadsword anddlye had

a footman’s mace. Vall also drew her sword butdistito
remember that she wasn’t wearing any armour. Tlaisweady to try
out another of her new spells and it was clear $dothkeir was also
a seasoned fighter. He always had his weapons.ready

The first troll headed for Jora and swung its leadtte at her. Jora
was able to duck with the troll not having thougtdt as a dwarf she
could get down lower. Jora slammed her hammerthedroll’s leg
but the troll barely seemed to notice but did feehething when
from behind Theny hit it with his broadsword, altigh against the
troll’s rock like skin, it only did minimal damag@&he second troll
advanced on Nimrellye and swung its battle axesatiimrellye
tried to dodge and got a gash to her leg. She toigghore it and hit
the troll with her mace. It did no damage and shunél she couldn’t
stand and fell to her knees.

Meanwhile the third troll advanced on Thia and V¥l was
swinging her sword while Thia was preparing a sgdthough
Moon Elves are not naturally magical, they couldally manage
one cantrip. Thia had taught Vall one called Pdggtiation. It was a
minor magical trick that novice spellcasters useofactice. Vall
cast it to create showers of sparks to emanate fi@nsword. If the
troll thought it was enchanted it might think twigleout getting too
close.

The troll wasn’t paying attention though and switsdattle axe at
Vall. She jumped back. Her experience with the iegrpad taught
her to improve her reactions. Having cast the ganall was
unable to make an attack but Thia’s Scorching Ra/dil three rays
focused on the troll and its skin didn’t providdtguhe same
protection from magic.

Serielye was standing back using stirring wordis$pire everyone.
When Vall jumped back Serielye saw that she feltasy not
wearing her armour and so she touched her castaggeMrmour
spell to give Vall the benefit of some armour efehwasn’t as
much as her chain mail.

Nimrellye was lying on the ground but by no meauasaf action.
“It's time to call some lightning,” she said.

“Haven’t we got enough already?” Vall yelled baokher.



“Watch this,” said Nimrellye and calling on Thogagd, the next
lightning bolt that came down was actually pinpethbn the troll
that had attacked her. The trolled reeled from ssma dose of
lightning damage and the troll that had attacked Y@s only five
feet from it and suffered the same damage.

The damage the trolls have taken was enough to thake more
vulnerable to martial weapons than they had been.

Vall was now able to move in to attack the troleTtroll slashed at
her again with its battle axe. The damage Vall twokild have been
serious but her Mage Armour reduced it.

Jora and Theny were having a hard time finding@enong to
attack. At that moment Serielye stepped forwardh\aitother spell
ready. She was able summon up fey spirits to takeeast forms.
Suddenly the troll that was fighting Jora and Thieayg sixteen
wolves leap up at it scratching at it with themwb and snapping
with their teeth. Subhkeir joined in. The troll magve not had a
problem with three or four wolves but sixteen wahaad a dog
were too much. The wolves damage wasn’t its maoiblpm though,
with seventeen canines snapping at it, it was @ntbinake any
attacks at Jora or Theny who could move in a d¢al itv

“Can’t you control the weather? Give some clearmthe clouds?”
Vall called to Nimrellye. “Just a few seconds ohkght is all we
need.”

“That spell is too advanced for me,” Nimrellye eallback.
“Besides, it takes ten minutes to cast.”

Nimrellye’s call on the lighting hadn’t just beeffiexting the first
bolt and each new bolt of lightning was targeting troll. The troll
was enraged and swiped at her before succumbiting tdamage.
Nimrellye tried to move out of the way but beingtbe ground
there wasn’t much she could do and the battle Ecedsacross her
stomach. Nimrellye started bleeding uncontrolladotg lost
consciousness.

The lighting gave Thia the idea of casting the WiBolt spell but,
this time using the energy she used for castingobtiee more
advanced spells, she was able to double the dawitagk the troll
stood no chance against.

Serielye ran over to Nimrellye and cast a Mass Hpall which
caused everyone to be completely healed apart fhomellye. She
wasn'’t going to die anymore, but needed to resthmyt were able to
get her to her feet and help her to walk with them.



With Nimrellye needing rest they knew they would reach the
next village before night although that didn’t memunch in the
Tempest Hills but they wanted to get some sheiteest.

They found a cave inside one of the hills and detitl was better
than nowhere. The cave had a large sheltered adcearether
cavern inside that had an opening to another snedleance further
round. It was also not used by trolls.

There was a space to light a fire at each opefiingny suggested
he sit by the fire at the smaller opening to diyiedving the woman
the privacy to do the same at the other fire, alfioSubhkeir stayed
with him to keep him company.

They laid Nimrellye a suitable distance from the fand made sure
she was comfortable before seeing to themselves.

As they kept watch that night they saw a pack dt@aand a couple
of ogres in the distance but although both wergiledseings, their
campfire was probably too small to be seen sovi@yan the
continual tempests and they were probably toovayao be
bothered, but knew that they had to keep their abigsut them the
next day.

The next morning they found their clothes were moyafter the
soaking the previous day and were not looking fodata getting
drenched again, although Nimrellye didn’t seem bodt, after
Serielye cast another healing spell on her. Theyddd to consult
Vall's map to see how far the town they were hegdiar was but
found that it had been ruined in the rain.

It was less that two hours later that they spattadd headed there.
They’d have liked to have got in the previous nilght found an inn
to stay and decided just to enjoy being in the @he inn was called
The Badger’s Cellar and was a two story stonewdllaltliing, with
elf-wrought tables and chairs. There was a cobectif exotic
drinking vessels on a log shelf and the streetideitsas lined with
carved stone columns.

Everyone was especially thankful of the accommaodatibeing
several large rooms with beds and feather matisesseecially after
the accommodation of the last two nights.

That evening when they’d all dried off and restbey decided to
get a meal and make some enquiries. Vall was atsoasted in



getting a local map to copy which she'd have dorenef the other
one hadn’t been ruined since they were about telda

They ordered poached deer and leek or baked phemsdsharp
cheese each, which cost two silver pieces and gathea glass of
cider. There were only two other people in the tav®ne was a
halfling who had an angular face with copper hatt green eyes.
He was wearing expensive clothing and an amulatlominous
crystal. He was eying them up, Thia in particusang there was no
qguestion he was evil. The other was also a halfhuigit was clear
she was a priest. She had long white hair, ambes agd a sharp
nose. She looked like the one you'd rather talk to.

Thia decided the first person to talk to was theteader though. He
was a cheerful human named Wealde.

“Do you know Symund the book binder?” asked Thistéad of
using an Alter Self spell she was wearing a hoadieak but with
Vall sitting with her didn’t look too suspicious.

“Yes.” Wealde said. “He used to come here freqyehthaven’t
seen or heard anything from him for around two vgeek

“Did he know a dwarf?” Thia asked.

“He did,” the bar tender said thoughtfully. “A dvaalled lide.
They used to come in together.”

“Have you heard from her?” asked Jora.

“Not recently,” the bar tender replied. He thoufgrta moment.
“The last time | saw her was two days before Symiisdppeared. |
wondered where she was when he came in withoutNsefar as |
know she left no word.”

Thia, Vall and Jora exchanged glances. They asstima¢d
Symund had gone somewhere that llde would be viithidut now it
seemed they'd disappeared separately.

“Did you know a girl called Arizima?” asked ThiegSHhe’s looks in
her late teens.”

The bar tender looked at Theny. “You're Theny thguisitor aren’t
you?” he said.

“Yes.” Theny replied simply.

“Your daughter Arizima spoke very highly of you.”

“You knew her.” Theny said. “Where is she?”

“A little while ago, she was looking distressede&aid she had to
investigate something at Moor Court. She must lggres there. |
haven't heard from her but | did ask my cousin Wwkeps an inn
called The Foolish Maiden to keep an eye out for’he



“Do you know what was bothering her?” asked Thia.

“I'm not sure,” the bar tender replied. “She tol@é she’d heard that
ghouls are gathering in the crypts beneath the TeeofgGardens but
| doubt that was her reason for going to Moor Cbuittshe did also
mention that mysterious lights have appeared irBdmeier Peaks.”
At that moment the halfling who’d been sitting gréelf came over
to order a drink. It was obvious she’'d heard sofrte®
conversation.

“I know something else about Moor Court,” she szhidcking to be
sure the other halfling couldn’t hear her.

“What do you know?” asked Thia.

“I've heard the there’s a magical portal in theHtagt tower of
Leybrook Castle,” the halfling said. “I have alssaind that the Black
Temple of Sorrows is haunted by the ghosts of dragé&he
returned to her table leaving the others in sildoc& moment.
“Could any of those have interested your daught&H?a asked
Theny but he didn’t answer and was deep in thought.

When they asked about Nimrellye’s family, the lmarder hadn’t
heard of them but suggested they ask his cousuomr Court.

It looked like Moor Court would be where they wolde headed for
next but everyone opted to stay put the next dayieawve the day
after. After a fight with trolls followed by a nigim a cave they
decided they wanted a day somewhere dry beforehtbagied into
the storm even if that would finally lead them ofithe Tempest
Hills.

They headed towards Moor Court. It wasn't a jourtiey were
looking forward to but since it was leading thent oluthe Tempest
Hills, that was the main thing on their minds. Ashacoming in,
there was no clear boundary, the rain just gotéighntil it had
stopped altogether and very soon the path wasutyyesting that
where they were, it hadn’t rained for days. Thetrs¢ep of the
journey before Moor Court would take them throuigé tharshes.
There were stories told of the monsters that irtedldhem but they
all tried to remember that they were just stories.

As they headed towards the marshes they cameotera t

“After the fight with those trolls | want to getis@ healing potions,”
Nimrellye said. “There’s a market here and | thirkkhow where |
can find some.”



The others had a look around. Serielye bought seanm pasties to
hand round. As the stall holder gave her changesaWwawo of the
coins had the eclipsed sun on them.

“Riffin?” she said.

He smiled and reached under the table and took swutord and
handed it to her.

“You may need this,” he said. “You can only usente.” He
refused to say anything more on the matter bueferfelt he was
doing what she usually did.

She showed the sword to Vall but Vall told her &sn’'t anything
special. If they tried to sell it they wouldn’t geything but they
might be able to swap it for something, but notmmgye expensive
than a cup of cold tea.

The pasties were well received, especially by SalthiKerielye
showed Thia the coins because she’d told Thia aRdfih spending
these coins the night before this adventure hatkesta

Nimrellye took a while to get back but looked siaid when she did
return.

When they reached the edge of the marshes they kokte enter in
the late afternoon. There was no way they'd beutjindn a day but
decided to wait until dawn to venture in. Sincevdts dry they took
the opportunity to make camp since they would B$sw hours if
they stayed at an inn in the nearest town.

The name of the Tempest Hills suited the area pityfehey just
hoped that same wasn't true for the Ghoulmoor Marsh

“Does your map show the way through the marshesfiélye asked
Vall.

“No.” said Vall. “It only shows them. | thought youight know a
song or tale that tells of the way.”

“I don’t know the way.” Serielye said. She lookedtae others who
all shook their heads. “Subhkeir might.”

The next day they had Subhkeir lead the way. Hmeddo know
where he was going. They didn’t know if he knewway or was
able to smell the route others had taken. The rearglere covered
by undergrowth that was not easy to get throudioalyh there did
seem to be a path of sorts, which Subhkeir codldvio There was
mist hanging in the trees. Sometimes thin wisgdaces, in other
places, as thick as pea soup.



They couldn’t have found the path without Subhlk&id when they
looked back they couldn’t see the way they’d coifeer a while
they came to a section where the path was cleaflget and
stopped to take a break.

Looking away from the path it looked spooky andgkous. There
were probably swamps and bogs everywhere. As tiilywfed the
path they heard just off of it to the right a maoanpsound that sent
shivers downs their spines.

“What is that?” Theny hissed.

“That sounds like a Marsh Wraith,” Jora said. Tlhewld still hear
the moaning.

Theny gripped his sword.

“It's warning us that we’re close to its territdoyt the path leads in
the opposite direction.” Jora assured him. “If veedt the warning
and follow the path, it will probably leave us aéoh

“I hope you're right,” said Theny but kept his hamal the hilt of his
sword until the howling had stopped.

The visible path didn’t last long and althoughppaared from time
to time for short stretches, Subhkeir was needdé@ép them on the
path. No one was enjoying this. Thia was wondeffitigey’d been
better off in the Tempest Hills and Vall was woridgrthe same
thing, even though here she could wear her chaih ma

They were feeling pretty miserable when Nimrellypénped out
something in the path up ahead. As they approadhaplpeared to
be a silver plate with several semi-precious gemi.dach gem
could pay for the costs for a comfortable lifestidea month. Thia
called a stop.

“Doesn’t this look a bit suspicious?” she asked.

“How do you mean?” Jora asked.

“Treasure lying in a prominent position in the phie that. Gems
actually on a plate.” Thia explained. “That’s gotraever I've seen
one.”

“Do you suggest we leave it?” Jora asked with agp®inted tone in
her voice. It was no secret about a dwarfs loveyéms.

“I'm not sure,” Thia replied thoughtfully. “This lsathe signs of a
Mist Vampire.”

At that moment from out of the mist they heard €figr help.

“It's a Mist Vampire.” Thia said with a tone of ddrity in her
voice. “They try and distract you with treasureequipment and



then make the sound of cries of help to lure yomfthe path. Let’s
continue.”

“What if someone really is in need of help?” Nintyelsuggested.
“She’s right,” said Theny. “We can’t just ignoreeth. They sound
genuine to me.”

Thia looked at the others. Jora was distractedhéygems but what
Nimrellye had said was in everyone’s minds.

“This is a bad idea,” she said but followed theenshas they went
towards the cries for help.

After a few minutes, the cries for help didn’t seenie getting any
closer and came from different directions. All cfledden they
stopped. If they'd failed to help whoever was cgjlthey thought
they should head off before they were the onesigrior help. As
the turned round, out of the mist, wavering likgpactre, moved a
pale, vaguely man-shaped spirit. Vall was neanmedtsavung her
sword at it. Her sword passed right through it hguio effect.
Thia pulled her back out of its reach. “Don’t letauch you,” she
yelled at the others. “That’s a Mist Vampire. Iresteof damaging
you, it will damage your ability to fight and dodg&'hen you can
no longer fight, it will suck out your soul. The nectimes you lose
when battling, the more chance you've got of logimg next round.
Only magical weapons can damage it.”

The others looked worried. None of them, not evieia had any
magical weapons.

Vall thought of casting the Prestidigitation captido make her
sword look enchanted but quickly dismissed it. Mlampires were
quite intelligent and she’d already demonstrated tier sword
couldn’t hurt it.

Nimrellye was eying Jora’s hammer. “Are you sura’not
magical?” she asked.

Jora looked at it. “I've never seen any signs,” saiel. “It's always
worked just like any war hammer.”

“Can | have a look?” Nimrellye asked. They were mgvaway
from the Mist Vampire but she noticed that it wastigg a bit close.
She thought about casting a Thunderwave but therothiere too
close since her spell affected a fifteen foot cedx@red on herself.
As they continued to move back, Jora handed Nigedier
hammer. Nimrellye swung the hammer a couple ofgiarad then
handed it back to Jora. “Try it now,” she said.



Jora took the hammer and felt mighty powers surgfingugh her
body.

“That hammer was one of a number,” created as gaomn to
Mjolnir.” Nimrellye said. “Those who wield it, ifitey are worthy,
get the power of Thor. | doubt it can level mounsabut I'm hoping
it can pack a punch against a Mist Vampire andst needed me to
wake it up.”

Serielye had noticed that the blade of the swoeddsheen given by
Riffin had been replaced by a glowing blade of ggeand was also
a magic weapon.

Jora swung her hammer at the Mist Vampire and foubid
something hard as if she was attacking a regularsteo and felt it
doing damage. The Mist Vampire roared in rage and to grab at
her. Jora ducked back holding the hammer betweeseli@nd the
Mist Vampire. As the beasts “arms” moved closen®lammer it
felt lightning surround the hammer’s head and plils “arms”
away.

Serielye swung her sword at it. She felt as ifd¥verd was slicing at
something although it didn’t look that way, but tiear of the Mist
Vampire was enough to confirm she’d done some damBwe way
she managed to dodge its arms, attack twice an@ matvagain
made it clear that she’d studied at the Colleg€éadbur.

Thia realising that if magic weapons could damagden maybe
magic could, threw a Chromatic Orb at it. The Misimpire roared
and flew towards her. Thia felt the chill in itsaifd” which just
missed her, as Vall leapt at her at the same tums@ipg her out of
its way. The two them slammed into Serielye andraéle elves
were thrown into the mud. Serielye thought Vall thd right thing
but found she’d dropped the sword which had disapgze
somewhere in the swampy ground.

As they got up, covered in mud they looked at thet Mampire just
in time to see Jora strike another blow with hentreer. The Mist
Vampire stopped moving and it body tuned into hassimist.

“Is it dead?” Theny asked.

“l don’t know?” said Thia spitting out mud and wmgj her face. “I|
think so.” She looked at Serielye who just shrugged

They looked around but had all lost their senséirgiction, not
being able to remember how to get back to the fiatbn Subhkeir
looked around confused.



Thia knew they shouldn’t have left the path buthdiday anything.
She knew that if they hadn’t investigated the dalishelp they'd
have their conscience pricking them but what wasseidiving with
your conscience or dying with a clear one?

In their end they all decided to choose the diogctihich Vall
thought was right, hoping her cartography skills/ralso give her a
good sense of direction, but she assured them akgust guessing.
Subhkeir seemed to like her choice but was guegssi@gs much.
With the mud often up to their knees and at timgsoutheir waists,
with Theny sometimes having to give Jora a piggkleard Subhkeir
virtually swimming through it. They soon realiségy weren’t
going the right way, although they couldn’t be amgre lost.

As they turned to try a different direction theyvsa small
amphibian humanoid watching them. It was about eenend a half
tall. It had a large head with huge almost sad ayelsa wide mouth.
It body was small by comparison and covered ingssales. It had
long arms and short legs that ended in wide weldetd

“That’s a Marsh Hopper,” Jora said.

“Are they dangerous?” asked Theny, his hand neueirém his
sword.

“I'm told they are friendly,” Jora said.

“It looks friendly,” Nimrellye said. “It also look&ke it wants us to
follow it. They're supposed to know the marsheskbazds and are
happy to lead lost travellers back to the path.”

“Can they be trusted?” asked Theny. He wasn’t adlifumistrusting
but the last creature they'd followed had got theta the situation
they were in.

“What options do we have?” asked Nimrellye. “We Iddoe stuck
here for days. If we don’t find another monstestfione will find
us.”

It was a nimble creature but always waited if it o far ahead. It
was hard to believe they’'d gone so far from thépat

At last the Marsh Hopper stopped and pointed. Toeked but
couldn’t see far into the mist. The Marsh Hoppesmwiagoing to go
any further so the path must be just up aheadhégwent to see,
something came out of the mist. It looked like iatyifoot long fat
snake but it had five heads! They all knew it waydra! None of
them had seen one before, they weren’t very comaitbough they
were often the villain in heroic tales.



Looking round for the Marsh Hopper they saw it gade but it was
probably hiding nearby. It wasn’t friendly, it wasnning and was
hoping to get some leftovers. The hydra moved sckiit had

Jora by the back of her collar before anyone knéatwas
happening. They suddenly all found themselves exgjagainst a
head each, except for Thia.

The head that held Jora was pulling the front ofdodlar against her
throat choking her. She was clawing at it unablese her hammer.
Thia shot her crossbow at the head that held Jatdddlowed it

with a fireball. The head released Jora and sheabigsto swing
round with her hammer. Thia rolled forward with legger and
tried attacking the body. The hydra was unprotetiiece but as she
tried to slice in, the head that Serielye was fightattacked Thia
biting her in the shoulder and tearing her tunithe same place.
Thia cried out and seemingly out of nowhere Subhikapt in biting
hard at the neck for that head. The head triedt¢éohiom back but he
moved out of range too fast for it and before thachknew what
was going on, Serielye attacked the head, keepimgcupied again.
When Subhkeir had leapt at the head it had giverI$e a moment
to be able to cast a healing spell on Thia whithwadd her to
attempt to attack the body again.

Thia managed to strike a third blow before oneheflieads
disengaged to attack her again.

The head that Jora was engaged with went for hiead been taking
a pounding from Jora’s magic hammer and wasn’assds the head
that Serielye had been fighting. Thia managed ttpdat. The head
saw she was the one who'd thrown a fireball atuttbefore it could
go for her again it got a strike from Jora’s hamamai reassessed its
priorities.

Nimrellye seemed to be having a difficult time figiy off the head
that she was occupied with. She would like to hzast a spell or
called on Thor for some help but was too occupichlet able to
think about anything else.

Thia wondered if another strike might distract flead Nimrellye
was fighting and give her a chance to cast a spb#.struck the
hydra again. This time the head Theny was tryingldsh with his
sword looked round but after feeling another siaséturned its
attention back to Theny, fuelled with rage.

Thia struck at the hydra again this time piercisghide. All five
heads suddenly moved out of range of their oppsremd looked at



Thia. Thia wasn’t looking though and placed herdsamside the
hydra’s body as she cast a burning hands speih agang the
energy to cast a more advanced spell to increasgamage that was
more than the hydra could take. With its body d¢iael heads also
died flopping to the ground on limp necks.

They looked around for the Marsh Hopper as Nimeshiignded
round her healing potions. Serielye gave Thia a¢indrom one of
her costumes to hold the torn shoulder of her timmace until she
could get it repaired in Moor Court. The Marsh Hepwas nowhere
to be seen but they still had no way of finding plag¢h. After
following Subhkeir’s best guess for a while thewsadark object
ahead. It looked like a building.

“Could this be the lost city of Gorga?” Jora askédl.

“An order of demonic cultists have stolen an ancestefact for
Gorga.” Serielye said.

“I think we’d see lights if it was a city,” Vall s&

As they approached they saw it was an abandonéairiayuiMost of
the rooms had collapsed but it had probably beed as a stopping
point in the marshes since the path led to it.

Although none of the rooms were fit for shelter moye, there was a
barn outside that was in very good condition. Wtiezy found the
remains of a burnt out camp fire it suggested ttabarn was used
by any travellers for sleeping and was repairednwieseded.

At the back of the barn was a small room with a puvhich

pumped up fresh water which was a relief sincetherovater
around was drinkable. There was also enough roomfe person

to sleep so Theny suggested he sleep there. Tlaralgo some dry
wood around so they relit the campfire and cut ghouood to
replace what they’'d used. They were confident iti\dary before
someone else came this way. Serielye, Vall and W& not
confident their clothes would dry before the nexy d they washed
them and decided they’d take full advantage offitiseéinn they
came to when they got to Moor Court. They did ireegump to
wash themselves though but felt a bit silly thettipg on muddy
clothes. Thia would have liked to repair her tumit no one had any
thread and even if they had, she’'d never been maot at sewing.

They planned that the next morning they’'d searelrtins for
anything useful but didn’t expect to find anything.



The next morning as they searched the rooms, tleeg st about
to move on when Jora called to them. There wasig lyang there.
It had rotting maggot-ridden skin which only haid lits decaying
innards.

“This doesn’t add up,” Thia said.

“Why not?” asked Jora. “I doubt it's uncommon faogple to die in
these marshes.”

“Someone would not come this way alone,” Thia sdfdbne of
your party died, you wouldn’t leave them here,astenot without
burying them.”

Vall moved in closer but kept her distance keefagsword
between herself and the body. She heard it hissvasdable to
move back in time before it lunged to attach, slagkiolently
around with its clawed hands.

“Look out,” Thia cried. “That’s a ghoul. Their toncan paralyse a
person.”

Nimrellye held out her hand chanting a prayer torTh

The ghoul’'s body dropped and began to crumble apeaoied by a
rumble of thunder. The others were impressed. Thegard that
clerics could turn and later destroy undead butrfeackr seen it in
action.

They didn’t seem to want to bother seeing if thewdlhad any
treasure. Although the mist was still quite thibky had a vague
idea of where the sun was. It was only very vaguteebough to tell
them which path went in the direction they wanted.

They wondered how many more monsters they may eeobut
kept to the path and came out of the marshes &t dus

Moor Court stood ahead of them. An impressive logkwvalled
town looking very inviting after the Ghoulmoor MarsTheny said
he was going to the first tavern they found and ld@uder the
largest plate of sausages they’d ever seen.

They entered the town near the theatre ward. Tradlyaa through
chaotic streets and makeshift stages. Next to whatknown as a
notorious brothel there was a good looking innechlThe Bloody
Fang. It was a two storey timber and brick buildivigh several
leaded windows. Inside it was lit by magical torsheooking round
they saw that the inn was packed and althoughg#raromas were
coming from the kitchens it was clear that they&vimiting for
quite a while.



“Let’s find The Foolish Maiden,” suggested SerielyEhe inn
keeper of The Badger’s Cellar said his cousin talt's in the
market ward.”

As they passed through Groom’s Street they passeatuse of
someone who looked like an adventurer. It was g&da have
statues made of adventures. Usually if they bedsnees and were
knighted they’d be depicted as knights.

Thia found the market ward very interesting sinagas known for
its street magicians. The street outside The Hodligiden was
filled with the scent of incense and exotic spiddse inn was a two-
storey stone-walled building with a slate roofhdid finely crafted
tables and chairs and was fancifully decoratedbaightly lit by
glowing gemstones set into the ceiling.

The inn keeper wasn't available when they arrivetitbey were
told he would be around later. They enquired abooms and found
they were quite large and had beds with feathetresses. There
was also a large private bathhouse which was dlaita all guests.
The bar maid offered to lend some clothes to thieseio wear while
they got theirs washed and dried so they decicedath house was
their first stop but could see that Theny’s ide@ wae of the best
they had heard in a long time.

When Thia, Vall and Serielye came down Theny wtimgiat a
table and the barmaid was setting a large plasaw$ages before
him, which were being eyed by Jora, and Nimrellyd be
encouraged them to help him out. On seeing thesdleecalled them
over saying there were plenty for all.

“l can assure you these are the best sausagesanGéwrt,” the
barmaid was saying. “Nothing like those in The Blpd-ang.”
“What's wrong with those?” asked Jora.

“There’s a rumour that they are made with orc nig¢hag barmaid
said.

They all looked at Theny’s sausages rememberirnghles would

be eating sausages at The Bloody Fang now if ihivas packed. It
was clear that Subhkeir thought very highly of shesages here.
As they ate, the inn began to fill up. They wartedake some
enquiries here and were waiting for the inn keepeeturn so whilst
waiting they looked at what meals other people veedering since
they would be here for a few days and weren’t goingat sausages
every night. Some of meals included poached phaamixdried



grapes, braised deer with sugar and leeks, sakea and walnut
bread, roasted whitefish with cloves and soft caglesiled hare and
blue cheese or boiled pork and dried lettuce. bBaehl also came
with a drink complementing the food and the priceged from
nine copper pieces to four silver pieces.

The people coming in did not look like the kindpefople you
wanted to talk with. One was a female elf who hadwaow face and
short black hair with soft grey eyes. She was weglbanded mail.
Another was a male human with tangled red hairgaeg eyes and
another was a male halfling. He was common in apea with
golden hair and light green eyes. He was weariafgsuoail. There
was just something about each of them that maddegiyou

would be being brave if you turned your back omtlee let them
come too close.

More halflings were coming in to the inn and ithked like it was
quite popular with them however they all congredatethe table of
the other one and seemed like they knew each d@imerhad long
hair, hazel eyes and prominent ears and lookedlikerchant.
Another was obviously an aristocrat. He had mattgzper hair,
brown eyes and numerous horrific scars. He wasingfine
raiment and jewellery. Their conversation was aagy

“I've found out,” one was saying, “that mastiff vehi lurks outside
of town is actually a polymorphed troll.”

“Did you hear that Mara was murdered by thievethetown square
last night?” the golden haired one said. “I hadeygs on her. What
a waste.”

“Do you really think it was thieves?” the last casked.

“Not for a minute,” the other two said.

Another female elf came in at that moment and pithe other one.
This one looked like some kind of priestess butthettype of
priestess the others had seen before. She hadireahld green eyes
and was wearing expensive clothing. She also Isici@ of vials
and potions.

“Have you heard,” she said to the other elf, “threglplans to start
using orcish mercenaries for tax collection?”



After a while Theny said, “Shall we wait for thenikeeper? If we
do, | better get in a round of drinks before weklbmo suspicious.”
As he got up, a man in common clothing came indida’t sit
anywhere and just remained standing, however hkadliat the
barmaid, which brought a look of delight to heredalt took a
moment for her to compose herself before she daiklel Theny’s
order. As she was pouring the drinks Theny toolojh@ortunity to
ask her if she’d seen his daughter.

“I don't remember seeing anyone like that, butatiyask the inn
keeper when he gets back he can tell you. He kmoove of the
patrons on a first name basis.” she said.

As they were talking two more people came in. Oas wmale elf
with a rounded face, braided copper hair and large/n eyes. He
was wearing chain mail and had a sharp two hamndedds The
other was female dwarf. She had a long face widiidied blond hair
and hazel eyes. She was wearing splint mail. Thatead until
Theny had finished but listened with interest. Whemnbarmaid saw
them she lowered her voice to a whisper and madeshie didn’t
delay in serving them. As Theny set the drinkshentable the man
who’d remained standing came over and took a s¢héem table
without asking. Theny was a bit annoyed that thas iwas sitting
where he had been, but since the seat didn’t higuealme written
on it in gold letters, he took another seat.

The others looked at this man. For no reason lig ‘€ahosts walk
the ramparts of Erswood Keep during the full moon.”

The others weren’t sure why he’d come to tell thkeat but Serielye
asked him, “Who is that statue in Groom’s Stre@t of

“That’s not a statue,” the man said. “It's actualyetrified
adventurer.”



Swapping questions of information of this kind veasards code in
this area to tell them you had a message and needpedak outside
in private.

He got up. “It's been nice meeting all of you. Mayhl see you
again.”

After he had left Serielye whispered, “Let’s finishr drinks and
follow him. He’s got something to tell usAs Thia got up, Serielye
whispered to her, “Is your tunic dry yet?”

“I don’t suppose so,” Thia whispered back. “It haseen drying
long.” She wondered why Serielye expected her tammkwithout
checking.

“Go and get it.” Serielye whispered. “Bring it wiylou.”

Thia knew better than to question any seemingbnsfie suggestions
Serielye had. They all became clear before long.

The air was cool outside and there was a lightaaeat first they
thought that the man had gone but then he appfamdhe
shadows.

“Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Cyne.Mesheard a
little of your conversation to the barmaid,” heicated to Theny. “I
may be able to answer your questions but we negd smmewhere
much more private.”

He looked at Thia, Vall and Serielye. “I assume fiaue clothes
drying since | see what you are wearing belongheédarmaid. She
and | know each other. She by now knows you arle mi and will
trust you’ll bring then back tomorrow. Come with the

He led them just outside the wall of the city. Tdhemas a small rise
in the land with two trees at the top. There wasistering glow
about five feet wide and ten feet tall between them

“This may sound strange,” Cyne said, “but step leetwthe trees.”
Theny led the way and disappeared. The othersdumbkim with
angry expressions.

“Don’t worry,” Serielye said. “It's quite safe,” @ndisappeared
along with Subhkeir as she stepped between thepreftpnsively
the others followed with Cyne coming last. Theyrfduhemselves
in a magnificent foyer. Cyne turned toward the dcamd made a
gesture with his hand and they closed and lockecdh$kelves.
“Welcome to Mordenkainen’s Magnificent Mansion.” ii&ysaid.
He opened the door to a corridor and pointed tdettie“There is s
room for each of you. There is a bath with hot watea room



adjoining each bedroom if you want to use it. Theilka servant to
attend to each of you. They will do anything yold.ahere are fine
clothes for you to wear this evening. If you wamest, let’'s meet in
the great hall,” and he indicated a door behind, Himan hour.”
They each went up the stairs and went into a roach.e

Thia couldn’t believe her eyes at the size andriwxisness of her
room. She wasn'’t sure even a queen could get a ligerthis. It
made her feel like a queen. She wanted to resgthand decided
she’d explore the room later on. She was just atmouse the bath
when she saw her servant standing there. The temasnalmost
transparent as was her attire. She seemed to sedran a similar
but posher fashion to the barmaid in The Foolishdela She had
blond hair but it wasn’t easy to make out her f&lee just stood
there silent and motionless.

“Wait here, please.” Thia said. The servant nodalediremained
where it was.

Thia found herself spending twenty minutes in ththlafter which
she dried herself off and laid on the bed. Sheicenéelt a bed so
comfortable.

“Wake me in half an hour,” she said to the serv@ht knew she’d
go to sleep.

When she got up she tried the clothes on. Ratla@r bhing
comfortable, she couldn’t feel them but when slokéal in the
mirror, she felt like a princess. As she was abolgave she saw the
servant standing there. She went to get her tuhichwwas a lot
dryer from being in this warm room, than it woulavie been at the
inn.

She gave it to the servant and said, “When thisyiscould you
repair it please?” She left her room just as Vdlbwvas also
looking like a princess came out.

“Princesses,” Thia said.

“Sisters,” Vall replied smiling.

When they came to the great hall they found therstthere.
Subhkeir had parked himself a comfortable distdrara the fire
and had gone to sleep leaving one ear and ondl raveiike.

Cyne came in and joined them. “If you would likeylming to eat or
drink, just ask one of the servants,” he said. f€lseenough here to
provide a nine course banquet for one hundred p€opl



Although they had gorged themselves on sausagashtd been
just to recover from the marsh and they found they an appetite.
They also had an appetite for information that alasut to be
satisfied.

Serielye thought she should introduce them. “I'mié&ge,” she said.
“My friend here,” and she indicated Subhkeir, “isbBkeir.”
Gesturing to each of the others she said, "thitia, Valanthe,
Nimrellye, Jora and Theny.”

“l understand,” Cyne began, “that you are lookingyour
daughter.” He was looking at Theny.

“My sister has also disappeared,” Jora said.

‘I may be able to shed some light on this but ihdigvant to do it
where | could be overheard in the tavern. Mordamaiis
Magnificent Mansion is an extra dimensional dwejliklvVe won’t be
overheard here.” Cyne said. He paused before aongn“l'm
afraid that it doesn’t look good for them.”

“Did you know them?” asked Theny.

“Not personally,” said Cyne, “but I'll tell you wh& do know. You
may have heard there have been a lot of murderaléwt lot of
disappearances recently. A religious order has chover from
neighbouring lands. They've been operating fromTtampest Hills
all the way to Moor Court and further. They dorally worship a
god, they worship time.”

“That would be Tempus,” Nimrellye said.

“Tempus is the God of time,” Cyne said. “They wapstime itself
and call her Laikas. They see time as a predatdkirsg them,
hunting them down. Eventually it will make the Kill

This reminded some of them about a tale of howrdealeashed
time but did in on the world, which is what madeple mortal but
not the gods.

“They fear time,” Cyne was saying. “Many of thentbme
obsessed with extending their lives. They becom&bsessed in
extending their lives that they forget to live thém

“How do they expect to extend their lives?” Valkad. “Death is
the only certainty in life.”

“This is where the problems start.” Cyne said. “Whelieve that by
killing people they are helping out Laikas. Theg giving her the
time they haven’t used. If they kill a fifty yealdadwarf they are
giving Laikas about three hundred years. They beltbat by doing
this Laikas will give them rewards of extra timdéelmore people



they kill, the more rewards they’ll get. The yountfee people, the
more time they are giving to Laikas, and the gretiie rewards.
That’'s why children and babies are getting espgdiatgeted.
Pregnant woman are a favourite because not onlghayegiving
Laikas the rest of the woman'’s time, they are gising her the
whole of the unborn baby’s time.”

By this time Jora and Theny were looking extrensatk. Cyne
stopped.

“lide?” Jora said.

“Arizima?” Theny said.

Cyne nodded sadly, “I'm sorry,” he said.

“Is this what's happened to my family?” asked Nitye

“Whole families aren’t usually targeted, only theupger members,”
Cyne said. “But I think in your case this is thengathing.”

“And is that why Symund the bookbinder has disappa#&’ asked
Thia.

“l expect so,” replied Cyne. “I expect Mara who walted in the
market place wasn't killed by thieves, but by Lalsafollowers. |
expect that fair princess who disappeared waskdled for her
time.”

“How do you know who they are?” asked Nimrellye.

Cyne described some tell tale signs. They realisatprobably
everyone in the taverns apart from the barmaidfelésving, or
rather felt they were being followed by, Laikas.

Even the halfling who'd had his eye on Mara propdiad his eye
on her because he was planning to kill her. Hetlfelt if she’d been
killed by thieves it was a waste although he prop#dimught anyone
else killing her other than him was a waste.

“Excuse me,” said Nimrellye. She got up and headede direction
of her room.

Thia, Vall and Serielye were trying to comfort Jarad Theny. Even
Subhkeir had woken up and sensed something wagyvenaoh
wanted to help.

Minutes later Nimrellye came charging down therstaéhe had
changed into the clothes she had arrived in andahawr
possessions with her.

“I've got some business to sort out,” she spatamgyrily. “If these
people want to do things for Laikas I'll move thelaser to her.”



She headed for the way out and then remembered|Ggkiag the
door.

“Open that door.” she yelled at him. “Get me ouhefe.”
“‘Nimrellye wait...” Cyne tried to say.

“No waiting. Open that door.” Nimrellye demanded.

Cyne saw he wasn’t going to win and waved his hdtid.open,”
he said.

“Nimrellye. Come back.” Thia called after her.

“If you change your mind,” Cyne called, “this mamsiwill be here
for another twenty two hours. The door will operytm.”

They heard nothing more.

“Why did you let her go?” asked Vall.

“There was no stopping her,” Cyne said. “All we chmis hope she
comes to her senses soon.”

Thia and Vall had an arm each over Theny’s shouldele Serielye
had an arm over Jora’s shoulder and Subhkeir wki¢ her hand.
“One thing still confuses me,” Thia said. "Whatgtdhem from
killing each other?”

“If they kill others seeking to do the same thindggen it would
actually reduce the time Laikas would get. They'dlgably get a
penalty for that.” Cyne said. "Every year, theyctathree people,
sometimes important people if they find any. ThHesythave an
annual celebration and sacrifice these people &ikds’s pleasure
not seeking a reward for those three.”

“Hasn’t anyone in the city seen where they go?’edskall.

“They seem to climb up to roof tops in the nightl@on’t come
down. You'd have to be further than sixty feet aw@yot be seen
by them but they always choose a dark moment teodb believe
they have a major temple in another city somewhatd don’t
know where it is. People there might know a bit entbren | do.”

That night even Jora and Theny slept peacefullg. Mansion
seemed to have that affect. They all slept lateoaljh Jora and
Theny regretted waking up when they rememberedye@hey
wished they had woken up in some inn somewhere;iwiould
have made the previous evening a nightmare bustwery real.
Although the beds were comfortable, they got upaam as they
woke and when the others came down for breakfastwlere sitting
together in silence in the great hall. It appedhedr quest had come
to an end but Theny wanted to see what those ltatshad



appeared in the barrier peaks were, that had dneswtlaughter
towards Moor Court. They also decided to stay whthelves for a
while since they had travelled with them withowtitrown purposes
for the quest.

The previous night after hearing the news, JoraTdrehy had lost
their appetite. This morning they’d decided to lge other way.
They hoped that a good meal might make them faediba@nd were
sharing a meal one of the servants had brought.tliemas six
sausages, six rashers of bacon, four black puddiogsfried eggs,
four hash browns, two pots of beans, two pots oppled tomatoes,
two pots of mushrooms, six slices of mega thiclst@ad three fried
bread.

By the time the others had come down there wasadimof that left
but the others could have had the same if theyedaithey opted
for fried potatoes, which would be enough to setrttup for the

day.

Cyne didn’t seem to be around but Serielye toldnthieat the
mansion would disappear twenty four hours aftead been created
and anything they tried to take with them wouldsgpate into
smoke. This disappointed Thia and Vall in term#heffine clothes
and so when they’d all eaten they left finding ploetal open for
them to leave by.

They headed back to The Foolish Maiden. The elvesd their
clean clothes now dry and changed back into thairf@md the
barmaid to return the clothes they’d borrowed.

The barmaid told them that Nimrellye had returreest hight, paid
the bill for all of them, collected her belongirgsd left. She’d had a
determination in her eyes and a look on her faaerttade you want
to keep well away. She guessed the others knewbwhgaid she
didn’t want to know.



Jora and Theny told the others of their plans & &nd Vall
weren't sure where to go from here. They had thotlgdy’'d be in
Moor Court for a few days while making enquiries bad had all
their questions answered within a few hours ofvarg. It was clear
that Jora and Theny needed some time and so Sedebyded to
find somewhere where she could perform and Thiavaailddecided
to visit the city guilds.

Vall found the Fighter’s Guild as usual at the haréstern corner of
the city and Thia found that the Mage’s Guild coabdually be seen
from the inn.

Vall spent her time in training to increase heeisyth. Thia decided
to spend her time studying but was told that slieahtalent she
could expand. She had already picked up a goock sdrdirection.
She had a keen mind. With training she could I¢atve able to
track time and direction and remember detail witbanny
precision. Thia however had been thinking aboutthdreit might be
worth getting some light armour. She decided tonléa become
proficient with light armour in order to still bdle to cast spells if
she ever wore any armour. She also decided td skhe could learn
some more spells. There was a lot to choose framshmifinally
choose Blur and Misty Step.

Blur was an illusion spell, which would make hedigdecome
blurred, shifting and wavering to all who could $&g. Any creature
that tried to attack her would be at a disadvantdgeould only last
for a minute though and she’d have to concentrate.

Misty Step was a conjuration spell and allowedtbdye shrouded
briefly by a silvery mist and teleport to a spduety feet away
which she could see. This spell could be casterbtink of an eye.
When Thia and Vall met up again Vall was tired talit a lot
stronger. Thia felt as if she was more intellig&urielye met up
with them and decided they should meet up with dachTheny
again and see what they wanted to do. No one leadmeheard
from Nimrellye since she’d left the mansion andytheped she was
okay.

Theny told them that it was the strange lights Haat appeared in
the Barrier Peaks that had brought his daughter &ed caused her
to be targeted by the followers of Laikas. He wdritefinish what
she had begun.



At the Foolish Maiden they met up with the innkeepte said he
was sorry he’'d missed them when they’d arrived dHeteived a
message by pigeon from his cousin that they’'d Ioeirng. They
asked him the best route to the Barrier Peaks.

“You don’t want to do there, do you?” asked thekieeper.

“We do,” Theny replied.

“It's a long way,” the innkeeper said. “Why do yaant to go
there?”

“Mysterious lights have appeared there,” Thia s&@ur cousin
told us that.”

“l don’t know anything about that,” the innkeepaids “I don't like
the sound of it. If you really want to go, the safeute would be
through Lion’s Side and head west when you gehediragonrend
Mountains. | should warn you though that there Hasen some
worrying disappearances in both these places. thidymorning |
heard the Eval Dyley mysteriously disappearedvesk in the
Dragonrend Mountains and that Bertio the sawyeaatisared last
night in Lion’s Side.”

The others looked at each other. If this was thekwbthe followers
of Laikas they were wider spread than they realised

They decided to get some rest and then get tog&tbdrand
anything else they needed the next day and thgnctindd leave the
following day. Vall decided she’d need to take pycof a less
detailed map that covered a wider area.

That evening Serielye took Subhkeir out for a rad ¥all decided
to get some evening air. Later on Vall returned murry and made
her way across to Thia.

“I've just seen some people in a nearby streeg"whispered.
“They look like they could be followers of Laikd§they climb on
to the rooftops, your dark vision may allow yolkeep your
distance, but still see where they go.”

As Thia got up, Theny handed her a sword. “Takg'thie said.

“l don’t know how to use a sword,” Thia told him.

“That doesn’t matter,” Theny told her. “You may dee pass
youself as one of them. You're going to need mbaatust a
dagger to look like one of them.”

Thia reluctantly agreed to put the sword behinddaak and Vall
showed where she’d seen the people.



“You better wait back at the inn,” Thia whisperé&iddon’t want to
find you're the next disappearance.”

Thia kept out of sight, but where she could semtl@radually they
dispersed but Thia saw one duck into an alley\itzat supposed to
be a dead end.

Looking round the corner she saw the man climbing metal
ladder and when he’d gone high enough Thia mov&titoghe
ladder and put her hand gently round one of the gales. She
could feel the ladder jolting as the man climbeahid knew he’d
reached the top when it stopped. She climbed akiguas she could
up the ladder herself and stopped just before eshoghe top so she
could just stick her head over to make sure it s&ds.

She saw the man making his way across the roofrteady and
climbed the rest of the way up. She was passing limyilding that
had an extended part on the roof and was abled®under the eves
of the extension. The man up ahead had stoppedméxt chimney
of a building and Thia could see another persankihg over the
roof toward Where they first man was.

i\ £ St | gt
The man Thia has been foIIowmg I|fted up hIS hand an oval of
shimmering silver light appeared before him. Hebhed into his
pouch and tossed something towards the light. \W&at thrown
vanished but the light turned gold. The man jumiedugh the light
and disappeared. Thia realised it must be a magor&hl which
explained why they went up the roof tops but didwime down. She
watched as the other man got near enough to thel pod jumped
through. The portal changed colour to silver butaaed there and
so Thia moved towards it to investigate.

She realised that if these people had a secretéesomewhere, this
might take her to it and knew this was the beshciao find out
where it was so she jumped through the portal andd herself
outside a castle. The courtyard she was in way librches but
there was currently no one around. She quickly deénide in the



shadows before anyone came. She knew this wascasion when
her dark skin would be really useful.

Thia moved in the shadows towards the main gateastopen but
Thia guessed there may be guards above with crassi#d that
point a wagon came into the courtyard and Thia aids to keep
close enough to it and get into the shadows owtther side of the
gate without being seen.

The inner courtyard had more people in it but TThanaged to find
the darkest corner to hide in and time her movekdmext corner to
get along unnoticed.

She could see the steps to the main building. Evergeemed to be
busy so Thia choose a moment to dart in and foensklf in a fork
of three long corridors. She looked around andbleidind a tapestry
before two people came past. She heard them talkaying
something about a ‘psychopathic cleric’.

When Thia looked out from behind the tapestry,sbigced that it
and all the others had decorations that could meseay be linked to
time. The corridor off to the right had a glow coigpifrom it and
when she listened she could hear sounds of feadtiregcorridor
straight ahead was where the two people who haskdasere
headed so she decided to look down the third coradd see where
they’d come from.

On either side of the corridor there were doorsaltitbugh Thia
heard nothing at the first few, she then heardisgaoming from
behind others. She remembered how late it waslatdtlot of
people would be asleep. Further down she saw atbabwas left
ajar. She could get past easily but heard fromdeénsomeone who
sounded like he was praying. She didn’t understhadanguage he
was speaking in. She knew a Comprehend Languagédspwhen
she heard the man say “Laikas” she decided she kiieshe
needed. She followed the passage and found sopelstaling
down. Although it was dark down the steps she cowdéte out a
faint glow and decided to have a look.

It became obvious she was in the dungeons andefuatiead she
saw a lantern and a guard. The guard seemed togiedcin eating
a very large cooked fish but guessed he would se# Bhe tried to
go past. She knew she could get a lot closer witheing seen. She
could see a point further down that was past tle@dyand thirty feet
away and decided to try out the Misty Step spdll heported



herself past the guard. He never noticed a thimgcantinued eating
his fish.

This passage was dark but Thia knew he had to &elong
something and continued down until she came tooa. &he lifted
up the cloth that was covering a small barred wimdothe door.
Inside she could see, lit by a candle two womenaanthle dwarf
with a long beard. She was about to talk to therarwghe heard the
guard coming down the passage and disappearethsttarkness.
The guard came up to the cell, lifted the cloth #tmdw the remains
of the fish into the cell.

“Eat up,” he said and chuckled to himself. It wesac the fish had
been for the prisoners but the guard decided t@kainfirst and
sampled most of it. He picked up a jug from theugiebnearby and
took a swig and then moved back down the tunnesautown
nearer than he’d been before.

Thia knew that if she tried to talk to anyone ie tiell now, the
guard would hear her. Thia crept up to the window l&ted the
cover and put her finger over her lips. Then shatpd at the
woman opposite her and cast the Message cantrip.

“Give me a moment and then create a commotion.’ssieein a
voice only the woman could hear.

“l understand your plan,” the woman replied in &eahat only
Thia could hear.

Thia stepped back into the darkness and waited.

After a minute she heard cries, shrieks and screamsng from the
cell. The guard jumped to his feet. “What’s goim®dhe yelled.
“Stop the racket at once!”

When the prisoners didn’t quieten down he pulleckidhe cover but
the prisoners just made louder noises and hadmlethround the
cell so that they couldn’t be seen through the wind

The guard took out a large club with spikes ifiYibu're going to

be sorry,” he said as he unlocked the door.

At that moment in one swift movement, Thia grabtiemetal jug
and brought in down on the guard’s head. “Sleep,ste said.
The woman who she’d sent the message to came ¢t otll first.
“Have you killed him?” she asked.

“He’ll wake in a few hours with a splitting heada¢hThia said. She
looked at the woman and recognised her from pistuiou’re the
princess.” she said and bowed to her.



“Don’t do that.” the princess said. “It's me thdiosild be bowing to
you.”

The other woman had stepped out of the cell aloitiy thhe dwarf
who Thia realised was actually a bearded lady dwarf

“I'm Arizima,” the woman said.

“I'm llde,” the dwarf said.

“What are you doing here?” asked Thia.

“Waiting to be sacrificed in a couple of monthddd said.

“We need to get you out of here,” Thia said. “I klneome people
who will be over the moons to see you. Do you kndvere we
are?”

“This is Leybrook Castle,” the princess said, sisgut that Thia
didn’t know.

Thia was shocked. They were only just outside Moourt but she
couldn’t get them all out as easily as she hadrgot

“There’s a magic portal in the highest tower,” grencess said. “I'm
not sure where it goes but if we can get thereagtlit will get us
out of the castle.”

Thia looked at the guard and took his cloak andtpater her
shoulders and cast the Alter Self spell. The otiven®e surprised
when she assumed the shape and appearance oftide gu

“Let’s go,” she said and then tried to mimic hisoe “I just hope he
has high enough authority not to be questioned vieenseen
moving you.”

“Only the high priestess has that authority,” d&iel princess, “but
she’s not here and since you're not taking us bthecastle you
should be okay.”

Thia was not so confident. She'd heard about tiiepso it wasn’t
a secret.

“Shall we go through the smaller and less usedaoes®” asked
llde.

“We still might meet someone,” Thia said. “It'll lzelot harder to
explain why I’'m using the small passages.”

Thia had seen Serielye’s reaction when Leybrookl€asd first
been mentioned and she’d looked it up when shedfou it was
near to Moor Court. She had a fairly good idea bére the tower
was and led the way.

Although quite a number of people in the castleenasieep, there
were still people up and about but she passed ésplp on the way
to the tower without being questioned.



At the base of the tower there were two guards sthpped her.
“Where are you going with those prisoners?” askae guard. “You
know that those three are not to be moved.”

In an almost perfect replication of the guards gditia said,
“Haven’t you heard there is an intruder in the leastady to open
the gates for an army? The dungeons are the fase phey will
look for the prisoners. They will be just as secamd less accessible
in the tower.”

The guard looked at her not having heard the n@ait a
moment,” he said.

“The army could be in any moment.” Thia said. “Yalithering is
going to get these prisoners rescued.”

She could see fire in the guards eyes. He wasusioit she knew
she could get away with this and was role playlmgguard who
she’d assumed the shape of perfectly.

The guard waved her and the prisoners past, fuomidgr his
breath. After Thia had gone through he locked ther do the tower.

With the dungeon guard having eaten most of thd,féwoizima, llde
and the princess did not have much energy and fiveliag the
stairs of the tower extremely draining. Finallyyleame into a large
room that was full of weapons. It was obviouslyaamoury. There
were a couple of chests on the ground that theld@uon so Thia
told them to take a break.

While Arizima, Ilde and the princess rested, Theatkan eye on the
door and the steps below. She wouldn’t relax heusgll they were
all out of the castle.

The others finally got up. They knew the top of é&swvas close and
thought they could get there if they took it slowMt that moment
Thia heard a sound outside and saw three guarasceeaning up the
steps. The guard whom she’d assumed the shapesadveaof

them.

Thia reached behind her back and took out Theny&sd but didn’t
even know how to hold it properly. She looked abgnickly,
grabbed a jacket of leather armour and put it @hthan picked up a
quarter staff. This was more to her liking. Shedtm the door
way.

Arizima, llde and the princess were standing arowatthing her.



“Run!” she yelled. “Fly you fools!” Looking at thguards coming
up the steps she said with resolve, “You shallpasts,” and cast the
Blur spell.

The steps to the armoury were only wide enouglsdoneone to go
up in single file. Thia realised if she could mainther position she
wouldn’t be outnumbered.

The first guard on the steps was fighting with @y Half his
strikes were missing due to not being able to seelearly. Thia
tried to use the quarterstaff to block some ofdtieer strikes which
meant the guard’s strikes were at the minimum anderious and
even less so since the armour helped.

Thia was preoccupied in trying to block his attattlet she couldn’t
actually get an attack in herself.

After a minute the Blur spell ended which surpriieel guard. Thia
took the opportunity to swipe the quarterstaffiatlags knocking
him backwards into the other two guards. He drogpsdword and
it could be heard clattering down the stairs féoray time, if anyone
had cared to listen.

Thia took this opportunity to jump backwards andrged towards
the steps after Arizima, Ilde and the princessske was doing so,
she pulled off the armour planning to drop it oa #steps, hoping it
would trip up or at least slow down the guards wtiegy came
round. She also planned to wedge the quarterstaffden the
walls.

Just as she got to the bottom of the steps shedelething tangle
round her feet pulling her to the ground. She labkeund to see
the guard she’d been fighting had picked himselang brought her
down with a bolas.

The guard wasn’t armed, but would have had no ahahstopping
Thia if he had gone to recover his sword first, drsgeemed
pointless since this room was an armoury.

The guard’s face fell when she saw Thia was stanbl@tween him
and the swords. Thia was in a similar situatioreithe only
weapons near her were weapons that she had nbogeto use.
The bolas bringing her down had caused her to tireguarterstaff
that was now out of reach. The only weapon shenesdher dagger
and she’d seen the guards reactions to know heligty be able to



dodge it if she threw it at him. She also knew #hagn without a
weapon the guard was still very dangerous.

The guard grabbed the nearest weapon. It was &lufey Although
the blade was not nearly as long as a short swos@s still longer
than Thia’s dagger. Thia knew that if she was t@ ghe others time
to get away she’d have to stop the guard, who laecthbtimself
towards her, his drawn knife raised for a slaslulogy.

Thia held her ground until there was no chanceytreed could
change his direction. Then she ducked under theeblanking her
own dagger out.

Thia had sunk into a semicrouch, flexing her fisgg@mound the hilt,
testing its balance. Too much depended on a sdagger, a half-
hand shorter than the blade in her opponent’s fs1géhe guard had
the reach over her and the added advantage of bethick leather,
whereas Thia wore flimsy cloth. Her eyes nevertletguard as she
faced the man. Thia was aware of the hard stondsrurer feet, of
the smells of spilled wines, of sweat — and fear.

The guard moved forward, amazingly light on hig fee a man of
his size and age. Thia let him come, pivoted agtlaed angled off
to his left, a circling movement designed to plhee off balance — a
transparent manoeuvre. Thia felt a quick surgelodfr if this were
the measure of the guard’s combat strategy...

With a bound the guard was on her, knife miraculotransferred to
his left hand with a motion too quick to follow shiight arm coming
over and down in a blow that struck Thia’s wrissag threw herself
backward to avoid, by the thickness of a hair,hissing stroke of
the foot-long blade. She backed, her arm half-numaeare of the
shock that coursed through her like a drenchingyofvater.

For a man blind with anger, the guard was a shaaledntrolled for
Thia’s liking.

The guard moved in, pressing the attack. Thiad&éck, watching
the centre of the guard’s leather-cased chestthidotyes, not the
knife hand. The chest! That was the spot that tafg@ged the next
move most accurately.

Thia shook her head sharply, rejecting the angerhier thoughts
were taking. This wasn’t the way to survive, nothwthe odds
against her.

She saw the guard’s arm move suddenly, swayedibaakomatic
evasions, saw the opening, lunged...



The sound of torn fabric was clearly heard. The paiher waist had
been such a quick stab that Thia had all but dddide guard’s
swipe was only a scratch when a wave of nauseat$veep

“Good try. But you're not fast enough, old man!”idlmeard herself
saying; felt her lips stretch into a smile she fadrom feeling. She
kept to the crouch, the belt pressing against lastywbut the torn
fabric dangled, jerking as she breathed.

The guard threw her a half-puzzled look, his ewdsig him,
pausing at the hanging rag, flicking the knife lelad his hand. It
was clean, unstained. A second realisation crasseduard’s face,
even as he lunged again; Thia knew that the guasisivaken by the
apparent failure of an attack he had counted amjuoe badly.

Thia pulled to one side, almost contemptuously @wgi the flashing
blade, and then charged in with a series of ligigrieints of her
own, to test the guard’s reflexes and agility. Bwas no doubt the
guard needed to finish her off quickly — and Thaain't much time
either, she knew, as she ignored the hot agongrmitdriff.

She flung herself at the guard stabbing at théédtnic, praying
the knife was sharp enough to pierce it. She spigedarely in
time, the effort causing her to gasp in pain. Yet siade herself
dance outside the guard’s reach, made herselBgtime other’s
sweaty, exertion-reddened face.

“Not fast enough, are you?”

The guard’s breathing was ragged, a horse raspi@game on, his
knife arm lower. Thia backed, keeping to a waryuckg wondering
If it was sweat she felt trickling down her belby, blood. If the
guard noticed...

“What's wrong? All that rich food, fish and easyitig beginning to
tell? Or is it age? Time’s creeping up on you. Yeujetting old,
you know. You can’t move fast enough any more sitape time, or
against me.”

The guard closed in, a guttural roar bursting flom. He sprang,
with a semblance of his old vitality, aiming foetthroat, Thia’s
knife flashed up, struck the attacking wrist asglashed downward
at the other’s neck, where the leather tunic hattdaThe guard’s
right fist caught her below the belt. Agony lashiesdugh her. She
doubled over the man’s arm. With an unexpectedvess energy,
learnt from watching Vall, Thia somehow manage@ut herself
sharply up from that vulnerable position. Her heacked from the
Impact against the guard’s descending knife, bwag miraculously



deflected. Both hands on the hilt of her bladeaTraimmed it
through the leather until it grated against the 'shabs.

She staggered free, saw the guard waver, his eygs with

shock, saw him step back, the hilt standing outb#nhis ribs. The
guard’s mouth worked soundlessly. He fell to hisés, then sagged
slowly sideways onto the stones.

The fight had lasted for what seemed hours to @iksperately
sucking breath into her bruised body, forcing hiéteekeep to her
feet for she could notould not collapse.

Thia looked down at the guard. He was unconsciadsa#though
blood oozed out around the dagger, he wasn’t delael heard the
other two guards were recovering and would be imeaemoment.
They’'d be able to stabilise the guard and get bithé healer so she
retrieved her dagger and fled up the steps usmd:Kpeditious
Retreat spell. It made her feel stronger somehaivshe hadn’t
killed the man.

When she got to the top of the tower, the othergwaiting for her.
In the centre of the room was a glowing yellow ga power. Thia
looked back at the door.

“Go on,” she said. “I'm right behind you.”

As Arizima jumped into the globe it changed coltwblue. llde
followed her, the princess hesitated but a waven fidia persuaded
her to jump through while Thia kept an eye on tbherdThia knew
that the destination of the portal was chosen byfitlst person to
jump through it. The destination would remain taee for ten
seconds after each person used it.

To try and stop the guards so they wouldn’t geh®&portal before
the destination reset itself, Thia cast the Silet#tige spell and
created the illusion of an angry bear between tr@apand the door.
She used the nature of the spell to make the Ipgaaa as large as
the spell would allow and jumped through the pdneiself. She
knew this jump would take her to the same placeAhiaima had
thought of and just hoped she hadn’t been thinkinQuli’'s Delve,
The Tempest Hills or The Ghoulmoor Marshes. Shelditk about
the Ghoulmoor Marshes herself though hoping thédiafguards
realised the bear was an illusion or if her dista@eded the spell,
then it might set the destination of the next tagomewhere else.



She emerged in the warehouse district of Moor Coeatr to a
burned out shed, a weavers workshop and an inedc@he Broken
Dagger.

“Interesting exit,” Thia said.

Arizima had gone in first and said “I was thinkialgout it as | went
in. | guessed it would be a quiet enough placeaifonot to be seen.”
Thia led the way to The Foolish Maiden. An offemsaction had
broken the Alter Self spell. Serielye, Subhkeir &fadl were waiting
for her but so was Theny and Jora...

The scene when Theny saw Arizima and when Jordldawas
one that Thia would never forget. Theny’s tankaitffom his hand
In astonishment and he was speechless. He onlyngsaged to
gain the power of movement as Arizima threw herigedf his arms.
Jora had her back turned when Thia came back hetlothers but
was expecting Thia and turned round to somethiregdsth not
expect.

“lide!” she cried and the two met in each otherisia half way.

No one noticed the princess giving a signal toddenaid before
disappearing up the stairs.

Thia, Vall and Serielye watched the reunion for samnutes with
tears in their eyes but then left the familiesdonite.

“l was going to ask you where you’d got to,” saidl\yV“but | see
you've been busy.”

“I'm sorry | couldn’t include you on this adventyiesaid Thia, “but
| thought this might be the only chance.” She dildall and Serielye
in on the details.

“l think it's time for me to write a new song,” sbberielye. “That’s
the type of story | write best, stories of valour.”

“You must mention Vall alerting me in the first p&a” Thia said.
“She deserves a mention.” Thia didn’t really wasbag written
about her but she wasn’t going to hurt Serielye&ihgs by turning
down an offer of a lifetime.

“What do you think the others will want to do?” askvall looking
at them.

“l think they may have new plans now.” Serielyedsédirhey
achieved the objective of their quest and now Tieny has found
Arizima, he probably won’t be bothered about hegdar the
Border Hills unless Arizima thinks there’s somethimportant
there.”



“What do you think their news plans will be?” Vakked.

“l expect they will want to get to safety, somewherell away from
Laikas,” said Thia. “That may not be a bad ideallwish | knew if
they have a temple and where it is.”

“Let’s ask llde, Arizima and the princess tomorrosyggested Vall.
“They may have overheard something.”

“I'd like to talk to the princess tomorrow,” saiegelye.

“I'm not sure she wants to talk to anyone,” saidaliThat’'s why
she’s upstairs. She didn’'t want anyone to recogmese

“That’s not what | want to talk to her about,” s&drielye. “If you
could arrange it, I'd appreciate it.”

“I'll talk to her,” said Thia.

The next morning when Thia knocked on the princgedsor the
princess let her in. She looked very troubled.

“Is something bothering you?” asked Thia.

“l want to thank you for rescuing us yesterdayjtghe princess. ‘I
just keep feeling that if they were planning torgae us, they will
find another three people to take our place. legimne a feeling of
guilt.”

“l give you my word,” said Thia, “no one will be@#iced on that
day.”

“Thank you.” said the princess although she wasur'e if she
believed Thia. “Did you want to see me?”

“I was wondering if my friend, Serielye could spewith you?” said
Thia.

“Was she the Fey with the wolf?” asked the princess

“She’s an elf. | would advise you don’t ask her vdine looks Fey.”
Thia told her.

“I was hoping to talk with her,” the princess sdi@ive me a few
minutes to finish getting ready and I'll have atclah her.”

“I'm glad to see you are well,” Serielye said bowito the princess
as she came in.

“Please,” said the princess, “I should be bowingrig companion
of Thia’s.”

“Not me,” said Serielye. “That rescue was all Thidbing with a bit
of help from her friend Vall.”

The princess nodded but inclined her head to Seriel



“I'm surprised Thia found you in Leybrook Castl&érielye told
her. “I had heard you were being held imprisoneithiwithe Shrine
of Demonic Devastation.”

“l was,” the princess whispered, shuddering atntieenory. “l was
about to lose my mind when | was found.” After adgause she
added, “not everyone who rescues you is your friend

“Since we know the followers of Laikas are basetegbrook
Castle...” Serielye began and then said, “you dida#r hear them
mentioning that they have a temple anywhere did{ou

“l did,” the princess said. “They do, but | neveraind them
mentioning where it is. | don’t think they were ggito take us
there. They were planning to do the sacrifice sohere else.”

“If we know they’ve got a base there, couldn’t yget the Royal
Guard to do something about them?” Serielye asked.

“My kingdom has no control of this land. It's nadnp of my
kingdom. | don’t fancy asking the king here. My fgnand his
don’t see eye to eye.” the princess said.

“I thought your families buried the hatchet yeags.a said Serielye.
“We can still remember where we buried it. I'm jashit worried
about this king if he plans to start using orcistrcenaries for tax
collection.” the princess said.

“The queen is the real power behind the thron@ismkingdom,”
Serielye told her.

“I heard she was seen near the Caverns of Aphaatibwith a
company of adventurers.” the princess said.

“Does your family have any power here?” Serielyleeds

“We can but ask,” the princess said. “I'd like Bmmeone to
accompany me home. After being caught by the f@dlewof Laikas
once, I'd feel happier if | had someone with me.”

When they came downstairs Thia asked Jora andvitde they
planned to do.

“I was hoping to travel with you for a bit to hefpu out,” Jora said,
“but I think Ilde would like to get us somewherdesand | can see
her reasons.”

“Hariholm is a safe dwarven city,” Vall said.

“It's quite a distance,” said Jora.

“There’s a dwarf meeting place near by.” said tirekeeper. “If you
go there you may meet other dwarves planning tdgéariholm or
they may be able to recommend somewhere nearés jinstt as



safe.” He took Jora outside and pointed out a mglevith coloured
smoke coming from it.

Jora looked at the others. “I'm forever in your fébhe said. “Is
there anything | can do for you?”

“Elves don’t collect debts,” Thia lied.

“Thank you,” said Jora. “Wwill meet again. | hope it won'’t be too
long.”

“What are your plans?” Thia asked Theny.

“We still need to investigate those lights on treriger Hills,” he
said.

“Those lights are the followers of Laikas plannthgir annual
festival and sacrifice,” said Arizima. “I want tegas far away from
there as possible.”

“Maybe we could join Jora and llde,” Theny suggdste

“The dwarves of Hariholm are not keen on elves,ialdaid. “I
don’t know how they would receive half-elves.”

“Maybe we could go to Awan,” Arizima suggested.

“The town of Awan has mysteriously disappearedid Serielye.
“Laikas?” asked Vall.

“Not for a whole town,” Serielye replied.

“You would be welcome in Nablara,” Thia said. “Thsiquite a
journey away though.”

“It's also back the way we’ve just come,” Vall rerdied her.
“Actually, the most direct route is in the oppostiesction to the
Tempest Hills.” Thia said. Now that she always krvelich way
was north, she could work out the direction of Nadbl

A human with grey hair, light amber eyes and prantrears had
just finished his breakfast and came over. He weeriwg chain
mail and had a bastard sword and shield.

“I'm Wealda.” he said. “I'm a Paladin. | seek tolfan¢he poor and
unfortunate. My journey takes me almost as far alslta. | could
escort you,” he suggested.

“That would be very kind of you,” Theny said.

Before Theny, Arizima and Wealda left, Thia andl\galve them a
letter each to give to their parents.

“So it’s just the three of us,” Thia said to VaticaSerielye.

“I'm afraid Subhkeir and | will also be leaving,€8elye said. “The
princess would like an escort home and I'd likévéoable to help her
see if her family can do anything about the follosvef Laikas. Also
it's been quite some time since I've had the opputy to perform



at a royal court. | would like to be in that kinflsetting to sing my
latest song.” She gave Thia and Vall a look thadenaclear which
song she meant. “I think you may find these uséfile said and
gave Thia and Vall one of the coins each that R&féid given her
with the eclipsed sun on them, “unless you wisjoio us.”

She guessed that Thia and Vall would refuse.

When Thia and Vall were alone they wondered abwutd to join
another company of adventurers but they couldnugt inyone in
Moor Court. They thought they needed to see if tmyld find any
clues about the Temple of Laikas and that theeastuld be where
they would find the information. Getting to the tasindetected
using conventional means was not going to be pleskilt if they
tried to use the portal late at night if it was opeey might get in
and be able to search and hide when people stadkidg up.

While they were on the roof they saw the portalropet had to wait
a few nights before anyone opened it late enouglhAy went near
enough to use the portal, Thia thought about tis¢ tiime she’d seen
it.

“When | first saw the portal being used, the guywised it threw
something in which turned it gold. It had turnedlto silver like it
Is now when | used it.”

“What do you think the gold meant?” asked Vall.

“I'm not sure,” said Thia. “Serielye said we’d ned coins Riffin
gave her. She usually doesn’'t know why but I'm mwdlto bet that
they are what will turn the portal gold.”

“Let’s give it a go,” suggested Vall.

Thia took out her coin and tossed it towards theghol'he coin
bounced back as if had hit something hard and Wamable to
catch it again, although she almost fell off theftop in doing so.
“Maybe not,” suggested Vall.

“I'm not so sure,” said Thia. “It must have sometiio do with
these coins for them to bounce back.”

“That’s it!” exclaimed Vall. “It requires two coin®gether. Probably
held like one eclipsing the other as the imagehencbin shows. It
takes two coins each but we’ve only got two.”

“l saw two people go through,” said Thia. “Only aiheew an
object. Maybe it gives two journeys or remains golda certain
amount of time.”



“Let’s try it,” said Vall. She took Thia’s coin, lekit with her own
like an eclipsed sun and threw the two towardsptingal. The coins
disappeared but the portal turned gold.

“Okay, this is working,” said Thia. “I'll go firstWait ten seconds
before you follow me to give me time to move awdyjump in
backwards. If you jump in forwards then it mightgh® be facing
different directions when we come out.”

“Good luck,” Vall said and watched Thia jump thrdutpe portal
before counting to ten and following her.

This time Thia didn’t emerge near the castle. She surprised and
only just remembered to move aside to make roorvédirto arrive.
She was sure she wouldn’t want to find out what ldtave
happened if she hadn’'t moved. They were on a gi@agsyoutside a
small town. Nearby was a narrow slope with a skde&p on both
sides but at the bottom next to each other werddvge temples.
One had the symbol Thia had seen on one of thettag® The
other had a symbol that also represented time.

“Two?” asked Vall.

“Why not?” asked Thia. “They’re not worshippingeal god.”

“If we're not at the castle, how do we get backsked Vall.

“Let’s find out where we are first,” suggested THiaet's find an
inn. | don’t suggest we want to hang around indpen this close to
the Temple of Laikas, even at this time of night.”

“There won’t be any inns open at this time,” Vatipted out.

“The guilds are open all the time,” Thia suggestédhere is a
calligraphers, scribes and scriveners guild hezg'lilgive lodging
to an artisan. I'm sure they’ll give you lodgingteeven if you have
to share with me.”

“Now | know why your parents wanted you to joinald,” said
Vall.

“Right.” said Thia. “I can rely on certain benefiteat membership
provides. Plus guilds wield tremendous politicalvpo. Let's see if
there is one. At least we’ll be able to find outardwe are. For all
we know, we could be a day’s journey from Nablara.”

Vall looked around. Even in the dark she couldttedt they were
more likely to be thousands of miles from Nabldrantany closer
than Moor Court had been.



The area was known as the Zarakzir Crags. Thabe guild had
never heard of Moor Court or of Nablara but didfoomthat this
was where you came for the Temple of Laikas.

Thia and Vall were given lodgings that night butdlbould see they
weren’'t happy about giving Vall a bed. If they dantd to stay
there they wouldn’t have thrown Vall out but theytibdecided to
get a room at the inn. There was only one inn énttitwn but there
were usually vacancies. The inn was called The Kisa@oblet and
was in a slum ward known for its organised streegs. It was no
secret that the street outside was watched by @ gfathem.

The inn was a single story timber framed buildwgh a single
salvaged stone wall and an unusually low ceilifge T
accommodation consisted of several hammocks icdghenon
room. It used to be a blacksmith’s shop, and stilelled of coal
smoke. Despite the accommodation and the smellkhew they’'d
be happier here since they were both welcome.

The next day Thia and Vall decided to look rounel tibwn. It turned
out to be just a village now they could see ithe light. It was
called Kragspire and had a population of just umiee hundred.
The total guard was only six people but apparezilyen clergy
tended to the spiritual needs of the village. Nsitbf them had any
interest in anything the local clergy had to say.

There were two taverns in the village but they dilave the cosy
feel of the taverns they were used to in almostyetevn they'd
stayed at since leaving Nablara and so they dec¢iiadd eat at The
Knave’s Goblet. The prices there were cheap amdadh the food
wasn’t up to much it was similar to what the taweoffered at a
fraction of the price. The cheapest meal was ombydopper pieces
and the most expensive was only twelve.

Vall tried to find a map and was told the black$ntiad one. When
she asked which one she found out the village nddane
blacksmith as well as only one healer, bowyer, imemt
leatherworker, fishmonger and mason and only tbobblers and
tailors and two farriers and carpenters. The mdp’thelp Vall
though. She didn’t recognise anywhere on it andadigtlooked at
the stars that night to check they were on the saankl.

That evening they ate at The Knave’s Goblet andstagted mutton
and pine nut bread that came with a tankard of. Gdezy realised



that at twelve copper pieces they could affordhd &or the price
found it extremely good.

The innkeeper was a young halfling named Suseh&tdeen
stealing casks of drink from another tavern anddpéhe only inn in
town meant she had no competition but you stildegethe clients.
Apart from Thia and Vall there were only two otlpatrons. One
was a female human and the other was an elf. Thadluneven
blond hair and narrow blue eyes with a flat nodéhdugh she was a
paladin she didn’t want to talk to them when she $aia was a
Drow, but the human did want to talk with them.

She was tall and willowy, with tangled golden head green eyes
and was wearing leather armour.

“Are you new comers to Kragspire?” she asked tiéaon’t
remember seeing you before and anyone like theotwou, |
wouldn’t forget. We don’t have many elves here rafram at the
temples.”

“I'm Valanthe,” said Vall. “This is my friend Thia.

“They call me Browe,” the woman said. “Are you aola?” she
asked Thia.

“It depends whether you'll hold it against me?"cs&hia.

“l was hoping you are,” Browe said. “The clericsla Temple of
Laikas paint their skin black.”

“I'm not from the temple,” Thia said.

“I'm glad,” Browe said. “What do you know about th&”

“We know that they believe killing others will exte their own
lives.” Vall said.

“That what it boils down to,” Browe said. “They amet
worshipping a real god and so the clerics don'tagwtdivine
favours like most normal clerics do. The high pees actually tells
the others she is Laikas the goddess.”

“l thought Laikas was their name for time,” Thiadsa

“It may have started like that but either the hioglestess says she’s
a goddess because it benefits her or becauseg tvblat they do or
believe.”

The word ‘believe’ struck a chord with Thia. “Do \wave the right
to question someone’s belief?” she asked.

“We don’t,” said Browe, “but what they do is try éxtend their own
lives by taking others. They don’t have the righassume they have
any more right to live than anyone else. Plus greykilling



probably hundreds of people each to preserve pestite. | know
you can’'t use maths when talking about life, bug plain to see.”
“If not even the high priestess gets divine favphisv does she
keep the others believing she is a goddess?” askied

“She’s a magic user,” Browe said. “She uses maygodke it
appear the she has divine powers. They also hagehlad an image
of Laikas and she looks just like her which helps.”

“Is she a wizard?” asked Thia.

“I'm not sure,” Browe replied thoughtfully. “I hav& thought about
it before but maybe she’s a warlock, received losvgy through a
pact.”

“With The Fiend, no doubt.” suggested Vall.

“It depends what suits her illusion better,” Thaads

“However she did it,” Browe pointed out suddenlghé’s not very
powerful.”

“Why do they black their skin?” Vall asked.

“l don’t know.” Browe said. “I would have thoughtdt makes them
quite conspicuous which | wouldn’t have thoughttiaant with
what they do. | believe though that the high passts top acolyte is
a Drow.”

They lapsed into silence for a while.

“I know a magic user who is passing through helBegwe said after
a while. “I hope to see him tomorrow. | can possii¢rsuade him to
stay a day. He may know what method the high mssstises to get
her powers.” Browe got up to leave and then tutmezk to them,
“I'd advise you to stay well clear of the old weh Pit Passage. A
flesh eating ghoul dwells at the bottom of it.”

For an old blacksmith’s forge it was cold that rtighthe common
room, luckily for Thia and Vall, staying up for ewW nights waiting
for the portal to open at midnight, they both waipée to sleep
despite the cold. Bed covers hadn’t been providedHhe others
staying there had made their own arrangements hredahd Vall
knew the first thing they’d be buying the next day.

The next evening when they went to get a meal sagyBrowe
sitting with an elf. He had a peasant appearantteblond hair and
bright blue eyes. He was wearing modest garmemtsamoden
holy symbol.

Thia and Vall ordered vegetable stew which camé wimug of
beer and joined them.



“Hello again,” said Browe. “This is Smaldo. | hawad him all
about you.”

Smaldo shook hands with Vall, “You must be Valarithe said.
“Please call me Vall,” Vall said.

“And you must be Thia,” Smaldo said, shaking Thizésd. “You're
a wizard,” he exclaimed.

“How can you tell?” asked Thia.

“You have a magical aura about you.” Smaldo sdidntlerstand
you're interested in the source of magic for thghhpriestess in the
Temple of Laikas. | can tell you she is a wizard &arnt a small
amount of magic to make the others think she isdaigss.” He
looked at Thia. “She’s not as powerful as you,’sh&l. “She also
tries to extend her life by killing the week andgdtess. She’s no
fighter.”

Thia bought him a drink and he looked at them deebought.

“I may be putting myself at risk by telling you $tii Smaldo said,
“but I know where the high priestess learnt her imagm.”

Thia and Vall looked at him. Although there wasame else in at
this moment he lowered his voice and glanced ab#neo see if
Suse had heard him and to check she wasn’t toe olow.

“There is a library not far away,” he whisperedsa#ftly as he could.
“The owner sells scrolls.”

“l thought scrolls could be used only once.” Brosead.

“If you're prepared to spend the time reproducing basic form of
the spell, then deciphering the unique system tdtiam used by the
wizard who wrote it and practising the spell ugol understand the
sounds or gestures required, then you can tramsitribto your spell
book using your own notation.” Thia told them.

“That’s right,” Smaldo said. “If you use a simplee#l it would
probably take two hours, longer for more advangesdls. It would
probably cost you about fifty gold pieces worthrd€ per hour.”
“Fifty gold pieces an hour!” Vall exclaimed.

“That is the cost for the material components yxpead as you
experiment with the spell to master it, as wellresfine inks you
need to record it.” Thia explained. “Most of thddjBve spent this
adventure has gone on fine inks.”

“So the high priestess bought some scrolls or abffiem into her
spell book?” Browe asked.



“Yes.” Smaldo said. “He sells the scrolls and thezates new ones
to replace the old ones copying them from mastelss secret
library.”

“Did he know what the high priestess had in mind8Ked Vall.
“Probably not,” Smaldo replied, “but he wouldn’tMeacared. With
the exception of necromancy spells, most spelis'aeeil. It's how
you use them.”

“l use my spells to fight monsters. If I'd chosene evil, | could
have used them to get my own way. They could waotk lvays.”
Thia told Vall.

“I think he may prefer evil clients.” Smaldo toldem. “They will be
more regular clients and being evil usually me&ey tan afford to
pay more.”

“I'd like to have a look at this,” Thia said.

“l thought you might.” Smaldo was whispering agaow. “I'm a
regular client. | don’t want him to see me with ydlormally |
would continue on my journey and ask you to wattlumeturn. |
won’t be coming this way for quite some time so Antling to wait
for you to return.” Smaldo showed Vall on her neapmvhere to go
and then left.

Browe said she’d also remain behind but wished theh

That night Thia and Vall wrapped the blankets rotheimselves
before meditating.

The next morning just as it was getting light, Taral Vall left
Kragspire and headed towards the point Smaldo zaked on
Vall's map. The terrain was easy going but had m&dings or
people and had a lonely feel about it.

The terrain also began to climb and became qulte ey weren’t
sure what altitude Kragspire had been but guesseyht have
been quite high. It was late afternoon when they aamall town up
ahead. It had a wall around it but the buildingindilook too big.
They hadn’t expected a town. They had expectethtbsfome
secluded building. The sun was beginning to setthedky was a
deep red colour when they came to the gates ttvne There were
two guards there who looked bored but a placerémste probably
didn’t get many visitors.

“State your business here,” the first guard said.



“We have come here to meet someone.” Vall saidfrignd told us
we could find him here.” She didn’t want to mentemy names and
hoped she wouldn’t be asked.

The guard took a good look at them and then nodded.

“l will have to ask you give your weapons to us$étsecond guard
said. “You'll get them back when you leave.”

Vall didn’t really want to hand over her sword lielien Thia
handed the guard her crossbow and dagger, Vadtegitly handed
it over. The guards then opened the gates anlddet through
before closing the gates behind them.

Thia and Vall looked at the street they were osighpost said that
it was called ‘Spell Street’ and ran west and €Hse. street ahead of
them was called ‘Thief Street’ and they could $eedity temple at
the top. There was a door on the left on Thiefeétre

On Spell Street there was one door in each dineclibere appeared
to be blocks of three buildings in each directiathva door to the
first building to the east and in the middle bulglito the west. The
door to the west seemed quite elaborate while dloe t the east
wasn’t anything special but they both had signsrab8ince the one
to the east was nearer they went to investigate.sidn above the
door said ‘Wizards’ Guild'.

“Could this be the place to find Symes?” asked Thia

“We can try,” Vall said. “He has white hair and sbéazel eyes. |
don’t recommend we ask for him by name.”

“Why not?” asked Thia.

“If he has a number of evil clients we don’t wantuise his
reputation to damage our own as soon as we get Makkwarned
her.

Thia nodded and tried the door. It opened and Wyt in.

The Wizards’ Guild was a large room with a cougdi¢éables with
stools around the edge and a bookcase. There laggearug on the
floor decorated with runes of some kind. There vateps leading
up to a mezzanine level that looked down. Thereevadiew wizards
wandering around chatting to each other.

There was one by the door who greeted Thia as alled/in. The
wizard didn’t seem too pleased at seeing Vall aatl Wondered if
it was because she didn’'t have a magical aura dl@yaelf or
because wearing chain mail suggested it was ugldte was a
wizard. He didn’t turn Vall away but Vall decidetdaras probably



better not to go to the upper level and keep away the bookcase.
The wizards didn’t seem to object when she wentsatdjuietly at
one of the tables while she waited for Thia.

All of the wizards were wearing pointed hoods ln&ytdidn’t cover
their faces and so Thia was able to see if aniie@htlooked like
Symes without making it too obvious she was lookahthem and
also wouldn’t be asked who she was looking for. &Bat up the
steps. The upper level ran around the lower levgiosi could look
down. There were many more bookcases up therehatees with
books on and alcoves in the wall with more bookihem.

There were more rugs of the same design and maadd
wandering or standing around. There was also & ldegk that
looked like a bar with a wizard standing behindahding a glass of
green liquid to another.

When Thia was satisfied Symes was not here shel dskenearest
wizard where the library was.

“If you come out of here and turn right, go intoidStreet when
you get to Temple Street turn right and you’ll #eeentrance
straight ahead.” the wizard said.

As they passed through Thief Street, Vall lookhat¢ign above the
door they’d seen on the left when they came iniasdid ‘City
Guard’s Quarters’. That suggested that the elabal@adr may have
been for the keep. They found the library easilthuwie sign above
the door again and went in.

The library was large with books along every wathwnore
bookcases and reading tables in the middle. A gneagesitting
behind a desk reading a book almost half a bigeasds.

Thia looked around for scrolls but saw just a smathber on a
shelf and had a look. The scrolls all appearecetpdems.
Meanwhile Vall took out a dusty book that lookdcelit had scrolls
in it but it turned out not to and it told the last of a city she’'d
never heard of.

“Have you got any more scrolls?” Thia asked themgao

“We don’t have many scrolls,” the gnome said. “3srdon’t hold
much so we try to get as many as possible combmedooks. Are
you looking for something specific?”

“I was told there were a lot of spell scrolls asthbrary,” Thia said.



“Not this one,” the gnome said. “You’d be bettef lobking in the
Wizards’ guild on Spell Street. Failing that yoy the alchemist’s
shop on Book Street but | doubt he’ll have any.”

Thia went over to Vall and gave her a helpless |ddley went
outside and round to the entrance to the city tertit, as like all
the other buildings, had its name above the ddoeyTooked down
the street that was signposted ‘Fighter Streeté Gfthe doors there
had a tankard outside and you didn’t need to readign to see it
was the tavern.

Inside, the tavern was beginning to fill up. Acrtiss other side they
could see a door marked ‘Accommodation’ and dectdezhquire
about a room. Vall went to find out what the cosiid be.

“How many beds do you need?” asked the barmaid.

“Two please,” Vall said.

“Okay,” the barmaid said. “I've got one on the seddloor for you.
Who's you friend?”

Vall pointed out Thia. The barmaid looked at Thia aecognising
that Thia was a Drow a look of hate, blacker tharas skin, flitted
across her face. It was gone in an instant anavalseglad Vall
hadn’t seen it.

“Are you an adventurer?” she asked as if to magenaersation.
She was hoping Vall would say something that shedcose to
refuse them the room. She would have said they fuélrié she’d
know before that Vall was with Thia.

“Yes,” replied Vall. “What gave it away?”

“l used to be an adventurer. | always recognisersti seem to
know someone in every land and realm.”

“Do you know Nablara?” asked Vall.

“The elven city in the mountains. Yes, | do.” trerimaid said.
“How far away is it?” Vall asked.

“It must be over two thousand miles away.” the bathsaid.
“Excuse me,” Vall said and went over to Thia. “We'got a
problem,” she said.

“What is it?” asked Thia, alarmed.

“We’re over two thousand miles from Nablara.” Viald her.

“If the Temple of Laikas is here and the festisataking place in the
Barrier Peaks, then there must be a way to ge¢ th€hia said.
“The normal followers can’t use the magical waydlMsaid. “That
means there are probably two thousand miles wdrtbllowers of
Laikas between here and Moor Court since Moor Caad only a



couple of months from Nablara. If the Zarakzir Grage the focus,
there could be followers for two thousand milegwery direction of
here.”

“Are you saying the followers of the Laikas are eosg more than
twelve and a half million square miles?” asked Thia

“l hadn’t done that maths, but that’'s exactly whiat saying,” Vall
replied. “This could be a serous problem for evagyelse in that
area.”

“Are you suggesting we abandon our search for Sytoe$o
something about this?” Thia asked, suddenly feghmgerless.
“What can we do that would make a difference oa Huiale?” Vall
asked, rhetorically. “Let’s find Symes. If we cand him, he might
know something or someone who can make a differéNedi

didn’t sound confident and Thia’s enthusiasm fas Suggestion
was no better.

“Let’s get the key for our room,” suggested Thiéhére’s a full
moon so we wouldn’t look too out of place if we kavlook round
this town at night. I'd like to see whom the temgao. | hope it's
not Laikas.”

Thia and Vall went to get their key.

“I'm sorry,” the barmaid said. “The reason thatmothat was free is
free is because it's not available. It was damagedrecent storm
and isn’t safe. All the other rooms are taken.”

“Are there any other places to stay?” asked Vdie 8idn’t believe
the barmaid.

“Unless you're a member of the Wizards’ Guild og tercenaries’
Guild you'll have to see if they’'ll put you up ihe elves quarters.”
the barmaid said and moved off before they coukdhas where the
elves quarters were.

As it happened the elf quarters were round therdtide of the
temple. The temple had a symbol that representseidan it, that
they recognised from one of the temples outsideg&ae.

The elves didn’'t complain about how late they kremtknd went out
of their way to make them a meal, find them somewhe meditate
and to ensure they were comfortable. They hadh’atdhome like
this since they’d left Nablara and decided theyl@¢@sk the elves
about Symes.

“Symes lives in this city,” one of the elves toleem. “He lives
within the civilian housing although he seems teehabout a whole



quarter of the space to himself. There is no en&gayou have to
have been invited to get in.”

“How do we get invited?” asked Thia.

“Are you seeking getting some scrolls?” asked the e

Thia and Vall thought about this. They hadn’t cdimescrolls. They
had come to get a look at Symes and to see his blopever in the
end Thia said “Yes.” She was interested in getsioige scrolls at
the same time if there were any useful ones.

“You will find a door way there sometime tomorroMis building is
on the corner of Mage Street and Scroll Streegdtfi told them and
liked the expressions on their faces when he meatiahe aptly
named streets. “You seemed reluctant to say ‘yeg femarked.
“Scrolls weren’t our primary reason for wantingsee him but | was
hoping to get some at the same time,” Thia said.

“I won’t ask what your primary reason is, but | taguarantee
you’ll get invited if you have other plans. Youdhly know
tomorrow.” the elf said.

There seemed to be something odd about this toatm#ither Thia
nor Vall liked but they felt safe with the elves.

The next morning, Thia and Vall were ready to gtha&ssun was
just beginning to rise. They'd been told where M&geet and
Scroll Street were and decided to head there ffr8tere was no
door they’d look around and come back later.

They could see that there were no normal doors$isrsection of the
building, not onto the streets anyway, but thers amilluminated
red door waiting for them so they assumed they weriéed and
went inside not knowing what to expect.

“l understand you wanted to see me,” said Symes.

Thia and Vall looked at him. He was tall and wilpand his white
hair and soft hazel eyes matched his descriptienwbls dressed in
fine raiment and had numerous rings.

“I've been told you sell scrolls,” said Thia. “I'mterested in seeing
what you have for sale.”

“l don’'t deal in regular scrolls,” Symes said. “@rdpell scrolls. |
can offer you any of 359 spells and cantrips fréilneight schools of
magic.” As he said this he held up his hand camgebtut an
illusion. On the wall were shelves with scrollstbem. Thia had
never seen so many spell scrolls in any of the reagelds or
schools of magic she’d been in and her eyes libupher purse felt



inadequately light. “Have a look, see what intesgstu.” Symes
offered.

Thia lost not time in looking at some of the sgdiut they seemed
unintelligible to Vall so she decided to talk ton$ss.

“What sort of people do you sell spell scrolls ta®ked Vall.
“Anyone who will pay,” Symes said.

“What sort of clients do you get?” she pressed.

“All sorts,” Symes said. “Mainly magic users, ligeur friend here,
or their apprentices. Bards, warlocks, sorceretisvaimards. | also
get a number or merchants who want to sell themlsgwhere.”
“Do you ask what they want to use the spells f@$Ked Vall.

“It's nothing to do with me, what they plan to dathvthe spells.”
Symes said. “As long as they have the gold, theyheeve the scroll.
Apart from the necromancy spells, most of the spmié good
anyway and the necromancy spells can be used &at.§o

“Just as the necromancy spells can be used for,jvad
countered, “the other spells can be used for evil.”

“l don’t care what they do with them,” Symes insdst“['ll
exchange spell scrolls for gold.”

Vall could see she wasn’t going to get anywherenfheere but was
sure there was a degree of responsibility whenwene providing
mortals with an interface between their will and WWeave of raw
magic and allowing them to pluck directly at theastls of the
Weave to create the desired effect. All existenas suffused with
magical power, and potential energy lay untappesl/ary rock,
stream, and living creature, the mute and mindMd®f existence,
permeating every bit of matter and present in eveapifestation
throughout the multiverse.

“Would you charge the same amount if | wanted foycihe spell
from a scroll into my spell book?” asked Thia.

“After copying it in, the scroll will turn to dustSymes said, “so it's
the same price. I'll sell you the scroll and you take it away and
copy it into your spell book at your leisure. | ldlave the inks and
many of the material components needed whichiwdrge the going
price for so you can do it here for the same pfigeu wish.”
Symes had a book on his desk that he’d been reatheg they
came in and now he turned back to it.

Since he wasn’t looking at them Thia pointed hegér at Vall and
cast the Message cantrip. In a whisper only Valld¢ddear she said,
“I heard what you were trying to do. We've gotitg to get his



conscience to recognise the effects of sellingelsesolls to just
anyone.”

Vall turned back to Symes, “How many scrolls offeapell do you
have?” she asked.

“l have several of the more popular spells,” Synodd her, “but the
ones that are not so popular | have only one ledfve got, on the
shelf, at least one of every spell.”

“How do you replace them?” Vall asked.

“I have an enchanted library.” Symes said. “| havaaster copy of
every scroll there. The enchantment allows me py ¢be scrolls,
when | need more, without losing the original. Buise copies, |
can't use myself.”

“Could we see this library?” asked Thia.

Symes gave her a funny look and Thia wished she'hasked.

“Of course you can,” he said. He opened a doormuakehis desk that
had a stairway going downwards behind it. “Go ddkere. I'll be
along in a minute.”

Although the staircase was dark there was a ligtiteaend. When
they got to the bottom there was a door with twarde standing on
either side of it.

“What are you doing here?” one of the guards demadnd
“Symes told us to come down here,” Thia said. “Hel $ie’'d be
down in a minute.”

“Wait in here,” the other guard said opening therddhe door led
to a large room with, comfortable looking, very erpive furniture.
“Help yourself to the wine,” the guard added armked the door
behind them. Thia and Vall heard the door beingéddc

Vall sat down and Thia poured two glasses of theevaeind handed
one to Vall.

“This wine is drugged isn’t it?” said Vall.

“Of course,” replied Thia. “Do we pour it away apetend to be
asleep or do we leave by the other door?”

“If we pretend to be asleep, we might learn sonmegfiiVall
suggested.

“This is true,” observed Thia thoughtfully, “buttliings get nasty,
the guards are armed and you’re not. I'm not deflEss but we
don’t know how powerful Symes is and there is ressomn to expect
the guards not to be able to use magic.”



“Let’s get out of here,” Vall agreed. “Do we pourtdhe wine and
set fire to it?”

“Let’s not cut off, as far as we currently know tife only way
back.” Thia suggested. She tried the other doorfamald it was
unlocked. It opened into a dark passageway.

“Left or right?” Thia asked.

“Right,” said Vall. “I suggest you use your darlsin for as long as
possible,” she suggested. “Hopefully in a hour s out or far
enough away that light won't give us away.”

Thia nodded and they headed down the passaget @&s fley
could.

The passage was dry and flat to begin with. At dadhthey went
right hoping that would enable them to find theaywback if
needed. At first it was gradual, but later the pgesgot steep as it
went down, the walls were getting wet and it watsigg cold. Thia
was finally beginning to get a headache but she desided they
were far enough down the passage and had takerabavas that
she could cast her light cantrip.

After thinking about coming far enough down thegaage they
wondered how far they had come. They must be iercswvell
outside the town above. Did the passages lead arg®T he library
must be at the end but it looked like they’'d gdmewrong way,
probably from the word go. They were consideringngdack but
were still faced with the problem of there beindyame way out —
which was guarded.

They knew if they couldn’t find a way out they’dveato come back
or starve to death but decided to continue on éov.n

The wall seemed to turn slimy and they decidedatbachalt. It was
decided they couldn’t keep on like this and so ttiegided to go
back and take their chances with Symes.

When they turned back however the passage was@stme. It
seemed to have reordered itself behind them and Wisy turned
back to the way they had been going, that passagi@lso changed.
“What do we do now?” asked Vall.

“l don’'t suppose any of your maps included dung&bisia asked
rhetorically.

“What does your sense of direction tell you?” \agked.

“Only that we're lost,” Thia said. She also knewtwere probably
going to die but didn’t want to say that. Vall hadched the same



conclusion herself and was not sure there wasastihy out. It felt
like the rules had changed.

“Let’s go this way,” she suggested, picking a pgesat random.
They followed the passage, having no idea if theyewgoing the
right way. In the end the passage opened out idiad end and
they realised this was not the right way.

They took a look in the cavern and noticed a muneahi€orpse
lying off to one side. It appeared to have someflaise lying next
to it and they moved in to investigate. As theykled at the jewels
they suddenly sensed that the mummy wasn'’t as ae#adppeared.
It was quite definitely undead, grimly hanging oratsemblance of
life, almost as if it were too afraid to let go adhd.

Thia and Vall had no trouble leaping out of itsategince mummies
could only move very slowly, but Thia’s and Vallite forces shone
out like a beacon in the darkness to the mummy.

Their first instinct was to run but realised if jn@ent down another
dead end passage the mummy would follow them agddtbe
trapped without the space they had currently tbtfig

Vall felt powerless without a weapon.

“What do we do?” she asked.

“I wish we had Nimrellye with us,” Thia said. “Fighg a mummy is
not as straight forward at it seems. They cantrbky killed by
blows from weapons. Although they will appear te,dhey will
return to life after twenty minutes and follow theiould-be Killers,
to extract revenge.”

“We haven’t got any weapons to Kill it even for tvixe minutes.”
Vall said. “I haven't, but you have.”

Thia immediately threw a firebolt at the mummy. S¥ees surprised
when it burst into flames in seconds leaving nagtbnt ash.

“Did Nimrellye know it would be that easy?” Thia sad.
“Something doesn’t add up here.”

“Do you mean it was too easy,” asked Vall.

“It's not that,” said Thia. “They don’t embalm apdeserve the dead
here. What's a mummy doing here?”

Vall looked perplexed.

“If it can’t be truly killed except by fire,” Thiguggested, “then is
that why a mummy was chosen to be down here? Tanycatch
people like us?”



“Does that mean if we've killed it that there isvay out?” Vall said,
picking up the gems.

“I know only one way we might find out,” said Thaad led the way
back to the fork. When they got there, it had fedént number of
passages leading off but they had both expecteétbomg like that
would happen.

They chose one passage. They knew if the passadgesgslimy it
wasn’t going to be a sign they were coming backithg they came.
They heard a sound up ahead. It sounded like ha@athing and
they decided to take a look. Anything that wasedtéht from the
monotony of the passages had to be investigatetheyspeered
round they corner they gasped at what they samadtan enormous
two headed dragon! One head was yellow, the otlhsrpurple and
the body was a browny colour midway between the W@ dragon
saw them and moved towards them. They turned t@mniynto find

a crack had opened up in the floor before themimgadiown to
some fiery depths below. Even for the agility ofedfi) there was no
guarantee they could jump across.

“Do you think we can make it?” asked Vall.

“Hang on,” said Thia.

“Can’t this wait?” Vall exclaimed.

“That mummy was a trap to stop us,” Thia said. “Ammy is easy
to create and put in a dungeon, how many dragangang to be
persuaded to come down here?”

“Is there point to this?” yelled Vall getting reattyattempt to jump
the hole.

“That dragon does not exist.” Thia said confidently

Vall wanted to protest but Thia strode purposeftdlyard the
dragon! The instant she touched it, it disappe&séd.looked round
at Vall.

“They can get their hands on a mummy. A dragorotsso easy to
acquire so they use an illusion and hope we’ltoryjump the pit. If
we do, it would probably open wider to make surecae’t clear

it.”

“It still blocks the way back,” Vall pointed out.

“There’s no guarantee that is the way back,” Thid.s‘The way the
passages change | think we’ve got a better changetiing out this
way.”

Thia looked at the wall and cast the Silent ImgggdisA glyph
appeared on the wall.



“What does that glyph mean?” asked Vall.

“Nothing,” said Thia. “It is unique. I've got a fideg about this.”
Thia and Vall followed the passage. It went inraight line. After
about eight minutes they found another symbol envthall. It was
the same as the one Thia had cast.

“Unique?” asked Vall.

“Unique.” said Thia. “We’ve been here before.”

“But the passage was straight,” Vall pointed oMY€‘can’t have
gone in a circle.”

“If you cast Presditation here,” Thia said, “whaeeway we go,
we’ll end up here.”

“How do we get out?” Vall asked, a note of feaher voice.
“Haven’t you got a teleportation spell that willtges out of here?”
“I've only got Misty Step,” Thia explained. “It wibnly work on me
and has to be a place | can see within fifty felbaven’t...” Thia
stopped. She reached in her boot and took outbdl sbe’d tucked
in there. “I was looking at this scroll when youre¢alking to
Symes. | wanted to ask him about it so | put inymboot and was
going to ask him on the way to the library.” Thigkined.

“Can that get us out of here?” Vall pleaded.

“It's a more advanced spell than | can cast,” Haal, “but | can try.
At the worst it will fail, at the best it is ourcket out of here. | don’t
know how far we are from the room where we waitetlilzan
visualise that room. As long as it’s within fivertdred feet of here.”
“We must be miles away,” Vall said.

“l think the dragon and the loop we’re trapped iigint mean we’re
almost on top of it.” Thia told her. “It will opes Dimension Door.
If you stand within five feet of me, you can comghawme. There’s a
seventy percent chance this won't work.”

Thia and Vall found themselves in the spot Thia Wiadalised. Vall
saw the words on the scroll disappear and thelstgelf turning to
dust. Thia felt drained. The spell had taken aldtof her. She
looked around, only vaguely taking in that Symed @@ two
guards were shocked to find that they’'d escapeshdfhadn’t been
weakened as much as she had been she could haviheseirprise
to her advantage but all her body wanted to doshesep.

When Thia woke up she was lying on a cold hardesftmor. She
was being shaken. She got up expecting to it wisa’d been
shaking her but it was Symes.



“You passed my test,” he said. “Welcome to my Iigra

“Your test?” Thia repeated still not fully awakeneSlooked around.
There were alcoves on every wall. Each of theméhackoll in

them.

“Of course.” replied Symes. “If you want to see hhyary you need
to be worthy.”

“This is impressive,” she said. She was impressedlioin’t think
what she’d just been through was a test. Espeaidibn she
remembered the look Symes had given her when siafked to
see the library.

“l didn’t expect you to be quite as high a levetigaster as you
are,” Symes said. “There’s more to you than mdwete.”

Thia remembered Jora saying that when she’d hdsmat ahem
dealing with the will-o’-the-wisp. “You’re not thigrst person to say
that.” Thia told him.

“And maybe not the last,” Symes said.

“I borrowed one of your spells to escape.” Thiatbim. “I'll need
to pay you for it.”

“You stole a scroll and used it to cheat on th&'t&y/mes repeated
in a booming voice three times as loud as normial eies turned
red and appeared to burn while Thia could feel miremors in the
ground. Thia felt him trying to cast a Phantasn@kE spell on her
which would make her see illusions that would ssemeal they
could damage her. However she had the intelligemsee it coming
and the spell failed.

This was enough to jerk Thia totally awake andrelaeted
Immediately casting the Burning Hands spell. Sydws$ged out of
the way but Thia saw the look of horror on his faséhe scrolls that
the spell hit started to combust and the fire beégaweep round the
room. Symes managed to jump through the door icdineer but
before Thia could get to it there was a wall oé fin her path. Every
scroll was ablaze and she could feel the heat.

She could also see the steps on the other side @fdor and cast the
Misty Step spell to teleport herself there and tblearged up the
stairs as fast as she could with the flames hdtevrneals.

She found Symes workshop at the top of the stdak.was there
shocked. Symes was at his desk grabbing a pilerofis from a
draw before grabbing another one from the desk.fifbdad cut off
his path from the magic door to the building budkimg at the scroll
on his desk he made his escape through a dimedsmm Thia



grabbed Vall's hand and pulled her through the sagioor back
into Scroll Street behind her as the scrolls inwloekshop caught
fire.

As soon as they were outside Thia took out her,tpagnted it at the
door, and cast the Witch Bolt spell. As she hadedpfhe door
vanished and she sat down to catch her breath.

“Isn’t that fire going to escape and set the towrfiee?” asked Vall.
“Symes didn’t escape outside,” said Thia. “He amsduards are
inside and have probably cast a spell that willthatfire out by
now. Unfortunately for him, it won’t be in time gave his scrolls.”
“Do you think he’ll find what people he sells sdsaio will want to
do with them first in future?” asked Vall.

“I doubt it,” said Thia. “It will be a while beforke can sell scrolls
again though. Hopefully he’ll take up a differeimel of work. It's
just a shame we didn’t get any scrolls.”

Vall pulled several scrolls she stuffed down hendwout.

“Unless you stole any,” Thia added, taking them kating
through them.

She finally stopped on one. “This looks interestirsine remarked.
“It's called Sleep. It will send any creature wesaiough within
ninety feet into a magical slumber for one minute.”

“Can you cast it?” asked Vall.

“This doesn’t look too difficult,” Thia said. “If Wwent to the wizards’
guild, I could probably copy it into my spell booka couple of
hours. They'll probably have the inks | need.”

“You'll need to pay for them if you're not a mempevall
reminded her. “These might help.” She handed Theagems they’'d
found with the mummy. They were worth about twefmg-gold
pieces each.

“I'll need some rose petals,” Thia said lookingle scroll.

“They had roses in the elven quarters,” said Vth sure they'd
let you have some. | can wait there until you'reeland then if we
meditate there over night we can get back to Knagdyy tomorrow
evening.”

“We saw what we came to see,” said Thia. “We atepzed an evil
merchant. Smaldo might be a bit upset that he ggt’scrolls here
anymore but | think he’ll agree we did the righttih”



When Thia and Vall arrived back at Kragspire thieya The
Knave's Goblet and waited for Browe and Smaldo.

When Browe arrived she joined them. “Did you seatwiou
wanted?” she asked.

“We did,” said Thia tentatively.

“You don’t sound so sure,” Browe said.

“We saw the person who sells scrolls to evil pedplall said. “We
also destroyed his library and virtually all thedls he had.”
“That’s probably not a bad thing.” Browe said.

“That’s where we’re not sure,” Thia remarked. “Sdmalvon’t be
able to get any more scrolls there and I’'m wondghiaw many
good people used to get scrolls from him.”

Smaldo came in at that point, ordered a drink atavgh them. “|
trust you've satisfied your curiosity?” he asked.

Vall outlined what had happened. Smaldo listenetdout
guestioning anything.

“I think you did the right thing,” he said. “If h@as selling spells to
the high priestess of Laikas, there’s no tellingivther evil people
he could be selling them to.”

“We found out that the town we came from, that faldwers of
Laikas in it, is close to two thousand miles awahhia said. “If the
focal point is here, the followers of the Laikas aovering more
than twelve and a half million square miles.”

Both Browe and Smaldo looked shocked. “I had na itigvas so
widespread,” Smaldo said.

“There’s no way anyone could deal with somethinglos scale
without a war,” said Thia. “Even a superhero wdoddout of his
depth.”

Smaldo was deep in thought. “We could throw the le/looder into
chaos, probably dissolve the whole idea of killatgers if we
proved their ‘goddess’ was a mortal like the rési” he said
suddenly.

“What are you suggesting?” Browe asked.

“Take on the ‘goddess’ and defeat her.” Smaldo.s&Hde would be
no match against you,” he said to Thia. “You wolide to make
yourself look like her top acolyte but | can lermlya disguise Kit.
You have a few spell scrolls and | have some soedlls of my own
which might help you prepare. What do you say?”

Vall looked unsure but Thia thought about her pseo the
princess. “Let’'s do it,” she said.



“Fine.” said Smaldo. “Meet me on the green tomoreiwnidday.
I'll show you the scrolls | have and we can malam.”

The next day when Smaldo met Thia and Vall on tleeig he
outlined his plan. It did seem to involve him nefrim involved but
he told them that as a trader he couldn’t help thathdidn’t fit into
the plan.

“What | suggest you do, is make an investigatiotheftemple first.
The high priestess will have a personal area astdghwhere you
can take her on alone.”

“l should have spent some more time at the wizegdgdd,” Thia
said. “If there are any more spells | can leashduld have done
that.”

“The town I'm heading to next has a wizards’ guil@maldo told
her. “It's less than a day away. I'm not prepam@evait around for a
week but if you come with me tomorrow, I'll takewythere and then
you can prepare yourself for your mission. Dontgfet, this is an
easy way or achieving what you said a superhertwoduwo. If you
can learn some new spells the high priestess vstarid a chance
against you.”

Thia travelled with Smaldo to the nearby town. \ddktided to
remain and see if she could learn anything moredhald help
them. She had suggested she could watch the canohgoings at
the temples but both Thia and Smaldo told herttitlanger of
being seen was too great. As Smaldo parted frora Ridigave her
some powdered diamond worth two hundred gold pisagsg that
he felt he should help pay towards her new spells.

Thia was told that she could learn two new speiltslaarn how to
use the power of casting more advanced spellsdstlibe
effectiveness of some of her existing spells.

Thia thought about her mission when choosing tleisOne she
choose was called Glyph of Warding. It allowed toeinscribe a
glyph, that would harm other creatures, either soréace such as a
table or floor or within an object that could bes®#d such as a book,
scroll or treasure chest and decide what trigdgergtyph. She could
either use explosive runes or store a spell iy tdsting the spell as
part of creating the glyph.

The other spell was one she’d had her eye on fight the first

time she been in the School of Evocation. It wdledd-ireball. The



Firebolt cantrip allowed her to hurl a mote of fakea creature or
object in range. This spell would flash as a brgfheak from her
finger to a point up to one hundred and fifty feetay and then
blossom with a low roar into an explosion of fifgy target within
twenty feet would be affected. The fire would spreaound corners
and ignite flammable objects in the area that weleing worn or
carried.

Thia had now improved on her plan and knew thainsaig be able
to cast a few more of the scrolls that Vall hadestoAs always after
learning new spells she felt powerful and hurriadibto Kragspire
to explain to Vall the first part of her plan.

In the mean time Vall had been hearing more rumotirs
‘mysterious’ disappearances and although they weseribed as
‘mysterious’, the local’s knew exactly what was ioehthem.

One disturbing rumour she heard was a silver dragasheld
captive within the Lost Catacombs of Arvagic, chadnthere by a
seductive devil. It was a good thing that this wiadre dragon that
Thia thought was an illusion.

“What | propose,” Thia said, “is we wait to see alintemple the
high priestess comes out of. | will cast one ofthecrolls, which is
called Gaseous Form. It will turn me and anythingwearing or
carrying into a misty cloud for an hour. Being atdeass through
small holes, narrow openings and even mere craskeuld be able
to find the high priestess’s chamber. | can thercebthe spell and
lay a trap for her using the Glyph of Warding.”

“What will we do then?” asked Vall.

“The next day when I've rested and can use my spgjain,” Thia
said, “I'll go in and find the high priestess’s tapolyte and assume
her shape using the Alter Self spell. That willnhdech more
effective than a disguise kit. If we use the poweyour locket with
transmutation spells it should do the same to you.”

“Why do | need to assume her shape?” asked Vall.

“They have two temples,” Thia said. “If the highgstess gets too
damaged | expect she’ll have a magic portal andtusesscape to
the other temple. | can get close enough to wehkemnd if she
survives and tries to escape, as she is no figyercan finish her
off.”

“You've really thought this through,” said Vall imgssed.



“If this dissolves the idea of killing others, iill\be the greatest
thing we’ll ever do.” Thia said. “We owe it to Nieltye.”

“Think how Old Uncle would feel when he hears sosgsg about
us.” said Vall.

“He won't,” Thia told her firmly. “This is not sontieing I’'m proud
to do. | hope we can keep a low profile. Only Sroaddd Browe
know about this. | trust Serielye but we can’tiet know about our
involvement in this if we ever see her again.”

Vall thought about this and decided she agreed Whih. It did
appear to be the only way they could think of, @afing any effect
but wasn’'t something she wanted to be remembered fo

That afternoon they went to the tailors to selefytcould find Thia
a cloak that matched the cloaks in the temple asd®epossible.
That evening they saw the high priestess leave thmmiemple on
the right. Thia made her way towards that temptefarding a
concealed alcove cast the Gaseous Form spell.

The spell turned her and everything she was weamalgcarrying
into a gaseous cloud. Thia felt unsettled havifgeling of no
longer having a corporal body and floating but fdshe could
adapt to it quite easily and move as if she’'d abvanpved like this.
She found she could get into the temple completehoticed and
float along the roof without anyone seeing hermowing she was
there. Below her she could see various people ngatoaks but it
was clear that any skin that was showing they hackbned. From
their manner it was clear they all believed congllein what they
did. The walls were decorated with magenta andlpurangings
and the floors and ceilings in the same mannernelvere a few
acolytes wandering around also but Thia wonderedwbne was
the top one until she noticed one who was weaningar and
realised she had to be the one. She also notwekinly at her that
her skin was naturally black and she was a Drost,gs Browe had
said.

Thia decided that if she followed her, it was lik&d take her where
she needed to head towards. The acolyte seemedinaalhurry but
Thia had no trouble following her. They finally iaed at a large
chamber with four passages coming into it. On oak was a
picture of the goddess and Thia could see thatdsemblance to the
high priestess was uncanny. Thia was about toviallee acolyte
when a priestess came out from a door behind ttarpiand



hurried towards the acolyte. Thia realised thatdber behind the
picture had to be the way to the high priestedsésroer and
guessed that it was locked, however she founcsyt Eanot more
unsettling to be able to move her gaseous fornutiirdhe cracks.
She found herself in a wide but short passage avithck curtain
over the opening. Although they had seen the hig¢siess leave
the temple, Thia decided to move in undetectedakensure the
room was empty before cancelling the spell.

When Thia was happy there no was no one in the rebm
cancelled the spell making sure she was closestgribund when
she did so and felt much better in her normal fokihher clothes
and equipment reappeared with her and she quickiped the
cloak in case anyone else came in. It was unliteygh since the
high priestess had left.

Looking around she saw a desk with several diffeitems on it. All
were involved in measuring time. On the shelf nexhe desk were
various incenses and candles. She thought of veerevould want
to be next time she was here and selected a sadttbe floor that
was over twenty feet from there. Thia took som¢hefincense from
the shelf and also took the powdered diamond frencbhmponent
pouch. It was going to take an hour to create tlyplof Warding.
She also had a tiny ball of bat guano and soméaulphich she
would need to cast the Fireball spell, which shate@to be the
effect when the glyph was triggered. She set ihger to be when
the high priestess walked over it while she waseth®he wasn’t
sure if the second part of the trigger would wouk lhoped that the
high priestess wouldn’t walk over it, until Thiautd lure her over.
Thia was getting a bit worried about how long shends there by the
time she’d cast the Glyph of Warding spell. She&kéabin the desk
and found a key, which she guessed, would be & &egrfor the
door and left through the door she come by anddddckbehind her.
She then pulled the hood of the cloak up and bdveedhead the
way she’d seen the other’s do on her way in anddeowards to
entrance to the temple. Although she passed sgweoale no one
stopped her of even spared her a second glandeefmiek she pulled
her hood down again she startled Vall when shecgmmed her.
“Mission accomplished?” asked Vall.



Thia nodded. “It hope it will be a while beforedve to use that
Gaseous Form spell again. Let’s get some rest attitation. We
need to be in top form tomorrow.”

On the way back to The Knave’s Goblet they paidalaeksmith a
visit and asked if he could do a special orderfonour and gave
him the description of what Thia had seen the dealearing. The
blacksmith told them he already ‘had it on the Slagd Vall was
surprised when Thia asked for the armour in Valize.

“Why did you want my size?” asked Vall. “I thougydu were going
to assume to identity of the acolyte.”

“l am,” said Thia. “I will be in trouble if | takber shape and there
are two of us wandering around. I'll need to incaizde her
somehow and steel her armour. When you also takshape you'll
need the armour.”

“You've got this all worked out,” said Vall. “I kive you were
special from the moment we first played that shgeape, but | never
realised anyone could plan to the letter the waylyave.”

They found at The Knave’s Goblet that Browe was Imeng to been
seen. They spent the rest of the evening relaxidgweditating and
then headed towards the temple at first light.

Thia and Vall waited near to the temple. They'drbeed that the
high priestess usually went in at first light ahdtther acolyte would
probably be there before her. Thia took Vall's hand pictured the
acolyte in her head. Vall's locket gave a glow liklast had in the
goblin cave.

“Let’s hope the next transmutation spell you céf&cas both of us,”
said Vall.

“Right,” replied Thia. “Okay, as soon as | castttbpell you'll
assume the form of the acolyte. You should be tbé®nceal your
sword under your cloak. Go into the other temglshbuld be laid
out the same. Can you remember the directionsée gau?”

Vall nodded.

“Go there. | expect the lock is the same,” andgdnee Vall the key
she’d stolen the previous day. “Hide there, if tingth priestess
arrives she will probably have used all her spaalid you should be
able to finish her off. Get out as quick as you tteen. I'll meet you.
We’'ll have to wait for the effect.”

Vall nodded. She was impressed at how confiderd $aemed and
ignored any fears she had. This was too imporg&im.thought



about what Thia had said about this being probtidymost heroic
thing they'd ever do, and they’d be better off keggheir
involvement a secret.

Thia put on her cloak and bowed her head and éalllser walk
unchallenged into the temple. Now she just haddi. w

As Thia went into the temple she noticed how it dfferently from
yesterday. Things were just beginning to startarghe day. The
previous day as she left, things were shutting d&ire headed
towards the high priestess’s inner chamber butx&sa’t in a hurry
to get there. After a while she caught sight ofabelyte and
followed her. As they went around a corner intaugegpart of the
passage, Thia took the rose petals out of her coermgouch and
cast the Sleep spell. The acolyte immediatelyiféela magical
slumber and Thia managed to catch her before shieehground. It
was only going to last for a minute so Thia quigaiyled her into a
cupboard and gagged her and tied her up before/cke up.
While she was asleep she looked so peaceful and@mh Thia
wondered how many people she had killed to prolegrgown life.
Nevertheless, she was a fellow Drow and so aftea fiad stolen her
armour she put her own cloak around her.
“I'm sorry,” she whispered. “But what you're doimgwrong. Your
high priestess is just as mortal as either of bs.iS not a goddess. |
will be back to release you.” T
Thia thought that if she took the L Es):‘\)
acolyte to see the high priestess |, ,.Inﬂ.m.w '\‘\\x‘\“\‘“\lLWJ/I/M“‘m%N\
. (e Ni/<
when she was dead, the high | // M -
priestess’s top acolyte would be the
best one to spread the truth about b{ ’
their ‘goddess’.
The acolyte suddenly became very
distressed when Thia assumed her
shape before putting on the acolyte
armour. Thia peeked through a cra( l
in the door to be sure the passage -g’
way was empty before she left and
she also made sure the acolyte was
comfortable.
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Thia hoped that Vall had now assumed the shap®eaddolyte too,
and was wearing the same armour so she could nbiwtgeghe
other temple and wouldn’t be questioned about aeye/she was.
Thia knew where to find the high priestess’s intcleamber and
hoped that her description was enough for Vallesiviall didn’t
have the advantage of having been here before. Whiarreached
the large circular room the priestess she’d seewldly before was
waiting for her there, or rather waiting for thebute.

“Where have you been?” the priestess asked antfBhe’s waiting
for you. She’ll be going mad with you keeping Hastlong.”

It seemed clear that the priestess didn’'t wantevar and just
gestured toward the door for Thia. Thia took a threamd opened the
door. This was it, there was no going back now.

The high priestess was sitting at her desk. Sh&tdsdem too
bothered that her acolyte appeared to be tardy.

She smiled pleasantly when she saw Thia. “Couldplease get me
some of the large candles?” she asked and gestueedabinet on
the other side of the room. Thia went over towdhgscandles and
then without warning whipped out her crossbow wtsbb’d kept
hanging from her belt under her cloak. She ha€aitly loaded with
a make shift measure to stop it going off which sdmoved in an
instant and fired it at the high priestess.

The high priestess had lightning fast reactionsthrelv a Scorching
Ray back which incinerated the arrow. Thia had leegrecting
something like that and was ready to dodge outvidaewith a Misty
Step spell but had expected the high priestessad bunderwave
and so for a brief moment she hesitated and felh#at of the
flames hitting her before she could get out ofwlag with the Misty
Step taking damage from the fire. She manageddpdd herself
behind a pillar and it looked like she’d been thnavere by the high
priestess.




That was close! Thia thought, her hands still burning. She codld s
the offensive action had broken the Alter Self Epet it had served
its purpose. She was just able to peer over thar piithout being
seen and saw the high priestess walking towardsrhex had
another spell ready and watched as the high psestalked
towards the Glyph of Warding.

As the high priestess stepped on the Glyph of Wigrdh fireball
centred on her erupted and she cried out in pandeéxterity was
fast enough to prevent her from taking the full dgmof the

Fireball but Thia immediately jumped out from whehee’d been
hiding and threw a second fireball at the highgigss.

The second fireball dealt the high priestess s@mews damage but
the attack had left her fuelled to fight for hde land therefore
nothing short of incapacitation was going to slav down. She cast
a healing spell on herself as she moved behinest ¢br some
momentary shelter as she planned her next move.

Thia came out from where she was hiding. She sagrevtine high
priestess was and had a third fireball ready. Uggale could only
cast two; the Glyph of Warding had been extremsbfui.

Thia threw the Fireball close to the chest. It wasof range to
damage her but would go round the corner so it dvéint the high
priestess. The high priestess cried out in paimiariaged to get up
with thin and wispy flames wreathing her body. Tlaenes were
shedding bright light for ten feet.

The high priestess didn’'t seem bothered by thistandght down
the Flame Strike. A vertical column of divine fi@ared down
around Thia and although her
dexterity was good enough to avoid
the full damage, she fell to the
ground too weak to cast another
spell. The high priestess went over
casting the Hold Person spell, whic
paralysed Thia. The high priestess
pulled her up and held her under th
chin. To Thia it felt like a Vampiric
Touch but in reality it wasn't her life
that was being sucked away. She |
felt so much more aware of her
magical aura and felt it fading until
she blacked out.




When Thia came round she was sitting on a patetedfiyround up
against a rock near a tree that had been damageghbying. She
Immediately recognised it as the tree she had takemng from to
enable her to cast the Witch Bolt spell the finsiet they had been
attacked after leaving Nablara.

Thia looked up and saw the high priestess lookmgrdat her.
“Unless I’'m mistaken, you had something against' e high
priestess said. “If someone tries to kill me, lalsulike to know
why.”

“What you are doing is wrong,” Thia said. “I neededrove to
your followers that you are not a goddess.”

“You don't need to do that,” the high priestessisalhey know that
and | would correct anyone who thought | was.”

“It's not pretending to be a goddess that | wantestop,” Thia told
her. “It's murdering thousands of people to Laikes to prolong
your own miserable lives.”

“Laikas?” The high priestess said and thought akiolithat’s not
our name for time we call her Amser.”

“l was told the temple of Laikas was here,” Thiasa

“You assumed because we both worship time that are whe
same,” the high priestess said. “Our temple isras@r the one
opposite us is to Laikas.”

“l don’t care what you call her,” Thia said. “Whatu’re doing is
wrong.”

“We don’t see time as a predator,” the high priesteld her. “We
see it as a companion. Without time there isnet Wivhatyou were
doing was wrong.”

“The followers of Laikas believe their high priestas a goddess. If
| defeated her the others would see she was jasaime as the rest
of us.”

“You can defeat someone without killing them,” thigh priestess
said. “Why would they think | was a goddess?”

“You're the splitting image of her,” Thia replietl.saw the picture
of her on your door.”

The high priestess thought about the picture. “\We'tchave a
physical picture of her. That's a picture of me.&lh step down in
a few hundred years, the picture will be replacgad bicture of the
next high priestess.”



Thia didn’t want to mention Browe or Smaldo butliesd that what
Browe had said was right but half her informaticasvabout the
wrong high priestess.

“What have you done with my acolyte?” the high gtess asked
her. “You came in having assumed her shape. Wkeslea?”

Thia explained which cupboard she’d shut the aedlytand how
terrible she had felt about having tie her up aagl lger. The high
priestess appeared to believe her sincerity. Tudaenly thought
about Vall.

“What about Vall?” she exclaimed. “The Alter Sghiel was going
to work on both of us. She was going to go intodtreer temple to
find the inner chamber there.”

“If she had the form of my top acolyte,” the highegstess said. “She
will be the important person they want to repldee princess with
for their sacrifice at the Barrier Hills today.”

“Won't they realise she isn’t the acolyte when sipell was
broken?” asked Thia.

“They won't care,” the high priestess said. “Yotiehd will be there
now, about to be sacrificed.”

“l need to stop it.” Thia said alarmed.

“The sacrifice is in a couple of hours. There’swey you can get
there in time.”

Thia realised that if she was this close to Nabillaaa the high
priestess must have teleported her over two thalisales.

“You teleported me here,” Thia said. “Can’t youdake there?”

“I don’t have a teleport spell,” the high priestessd. She tossed
Thia’s twig down in front of her. “I found this your component
pouch,” she went on. “| just knew it came from ttrese. I've been
here before and know the sigil sequence for theptetation circle.”
Thia looked around. She hadn’t noticed that thaetavere
arranged in a circle. A lot of them seemed to Wekhaied but
however covered and ancient the circle; it was @hwit still
worked.

“If we've got a teleport circle here, why can’t ytake me to the
Barrier Hills?” Thia pleaded.

“There’s no teleport circle near there,” the higlegtess said.
“You'll never get there in time. If you'll excuseenl need to rescue
my acolyte. Besides it's not my place to interferth the beliefs of
other religions, regardless of my personal feelmgsut them. I'm
sorry about your friend. Just be thankful thatfedéed you and not



the high priestess of Laikas. If it had been herwbuldn’t have
spared your life like | have. Go home.”

“Home?” asked Thia.

“You’'re not far from your home.” the high priestessd. “Find a
different line of work. | have bound your powersydu still want to
be a wizard, go home and start again. There izard/s guild in
one of the towns below the mountains that can getsgarted. I'll
keep this.” The high priestess held up Thia’s spedtk.

Thia tried to protest but the high priestess walssténing. She
recited the sigil sequence for the teleportatiodeiback in her
temple. Disappearing she left Thia alone. She Idal@vn at herself
and realised she was still wearing the acolytethels. She felt
wretched being alone and powerless not even wehgngwn
clothes and having let Vall down in a way that vebabst Vall her
life. Thia felt as guilty as if she’d performed thacrifice herself.

The following days as Thia retraced the steps sdévall had
followed just months ago and the weather seemeeflect her
feeling with unrelenting rain. Eventually thoughgssaw the
mountain with Nablara at the top and headed ugethllerst before
she reached Nablara she suddenly wondered, howhea® explain
Vall's absence to her family. She decided to seeiha family

first.

She would hopefully get an answer from the wisencdwf Old
Uncle. She confidently made her way towards heréhddhe looked
up at the sky to use the rain to wash away anysafitears from her
eyes and tried to walk confidently so it wasn’ifaghe was
returning home ‘with her tail between her legs’.

As she came in, Mialee heard the door and turneddoWhen she
saw Thia she was so surprised she was speechtkslsaoped the
cup she been holding, that shattered on the ground.

“Thial!” she cried, and rushed across to hug her.

“Thia?” called Varis from the other room and caméad see. When
he saw her, he wasted no time in coming to hug“Neu’re back
safely,” he said.

When Mialee had made her a hot drink she said, tWidle will be
so pleased to see you.”

“Where is he?” asked Thia.

“He’s in your old room,” Varis said. “He’s dying. put him in
your room since it has the sun for longer.”



“What's he dying of?” asked Thia.

“Old age,” said Mialee. “He’s nearly a thousandrgeald. It was
thirteen generations ago that anyone actually exhelthousand. He
will be pleased that he got to see you again.”

Mialee opened the door for Thia. “I'll give you sertime alone with
him,” she said.

Thia went and sat by his bed. Old Uncle lookedeaitamd he smiled
the best he could and Thia returned it.

Old Uncle remembered how Thia used to ask himlkdée stories
and sald “TeII me other story young nlece -

Thia told h|m everythlng Old Uncle I|stened ur:ﬂhie had finished.
“What can | tell Vall's family?” she asked.

“I heard once about sacrifices one time,” Old Ursdel. “From
what | heard at the time and what you have toldthese are for the
same group, although they have become a lot matespread.
They do their sacrifice by forcing their victimsjtonp off a low
cliff into a fire. They assure them the fire is laotd it won't take
long for them to die. | heard of someone who ttegimp through
the flames to the other side but she was recaughtaxced to jump
again. By that time the fire had burnt down anoak her a long
time to die.”

Thia shuddered. She couldn’t tell Vall's family tha

“The high priestess told me to find a new line @frky” Thia said. “I
still want to be an adventurer but being a wizard/hat | am. |



couldn’t be a fighter or a thief and | can’t brimyself to be a cleric
after what I've just been through.”

“Move that cupboard away from the wall,” Old Unslaid.

Thia did as she was told and found a recess behadall inside of
which was a spell book. She gazed at it but didaite open it. She
handed it to Old Uncle. “This was my spell booke’ $aid. “You can
still be a wizard. There are eight schools of malgistead of
choosing the School of Evocation, choose anotharobse the
School of Abjuration. That seems to be more sugtéablyou. If you
can't choose one, | can recommend it.”

Old Uncle started to gasp and cough. “Shall | gateone in?”
asked Thia.

Old Uncle managed to shake his head. “Seeing yswgivan me
some more time,” he said. “I'm not going to diedgdl can sit out
in the sun for a lot longer now.” He opened hidldpaok at the
centre page. A light seemed to emanate from itlandinate his
face. “It was raining in the Barrier Hills the dggu told me the
sacrifice was on,” he said in a voice unlike hisnoWe looked back
at Thia and said in his normal voice, “the fire Wwbhave been put
out by the rain. It would have looked as if Laikesl rejected her.”
“Would they kill her for their usual reasons?” agkiéhia. As she
said this, Old Uncle gave her his spell book. A# pages went
blank as she touched it but Thia felt her magiocshaeturn, and just
to be sure, she found she could cast the Danciigtd icantrip. She
just needed to relearn the others and learn sosglks sp

“They wouldn’t get any benefits killing her and rhitghink that if
Laikas rejected her that she might be
insulted if they killed Vall for them.”
Old Uncle replied. “It may also send
them into disarray that the high prieste
sent Vall to them but Vall was rejected
This could have the same affect you
tried to do if you'd got the right temple.
“You mean Vall's still out there?” aske
Thia excited.

“Tell her parents you're temporarily
separated but you’re going to join her.’
Old Uncle said. “Go and find her, bring
her home. Make me proud. Wizards
together.”




