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CHAPTER ONE: MEETING

Who can tell what strange forces brought them together, in the
same place, at the same time. Perhaps the gods themselves willed it
to be so. Perhaps not !

Each of them was young and had just served an apprenticeship of
sorts, each had arrived in town within the last four days, or so the
story has been told.

It was two hours before sunset. A young lady had checked into The
Charging Minotaur Inn three days before, around noon.

Since then she had kept her profile as low as possible, kept to
herself, sitting in the evenings in a dark corner of the tavern,
watching the activities of the regular patrons and guests. She had
rejected the advances of numerous, hungry eyed men, interested in
her femininity, despite her best efforts to look drab.

Two days ago she noticed the arrival of a young cleric in bright
orange robes, emblazoned in red flames and backed by the face of
a great cat.

Two minutes later a leather clad, youngish looking man had
swaggered into the bar, slapped the priest on the back and spat out
the words,

“Hi Preach.” followed by “Can I get you a drink ?”

“No, thank you, my good man.” The priest replied formally and
coldly, took his room keys from the barman and withdrew.

The rough cut young fellow merely shrugged, winked at a serving
girl and ordered a drink, a room and a meal in that order.

Over the next two days she saw the pair, the priest occasionally, as
he entered and exited the Inn, the other as he made merry in the
Tavern, mainly in the evenings, but possibly at any time.

Early ‘this morning’ she noticed the arrival of a very tall, muscular
man. He walked into the barroom and into the path of a serving
wench. When she moved to her left, he followed her to his right
and then the opposite, seemingly intent upon blocking her way,
affecting that this was an accident, a mere coincidence. Then he
picked her up by her elbows and whirled her around, setting her
down on the other side of the walkway.

“There you go little lady.” He said cheerily.

As she walked away he plucked a tea towel out from the belt
around her waist and flicked her backside with it.

“Don’t you be forgetting this now.” He said, jocularly.

She snatched the cloth back. “I certainly won’t I She said, either
angrily or in mock anger, it was hard to be sure.
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He then went up to the bar and ordered an ale and a meal and a
room, in that order. He paid the barkeep the exact amount and
invited him to ‘keep the change’.

The young woman smiled to herself. Things were beginning to
look interesting.

In the early afternoon a young man in immaculately kept chain
mail armour strode into the bar, politely asked for the cheapest
room available and then left. About an hour later a tallish, thin man
with blazing red hair, also clad in chain mail, took a room a meal
and then checked that he had enough funds left before ordering a
drink. He sat through his meal relaxed and unvigilant, without the
nervous, suspicious glances of many another patron, and then left.
The girl, for she was still well in her youth, wandered up to her
room. She took a short nap and freshened up. Then she took out
her heavy, metal bound book and drilled herself in the correct
procedures.

She was determined to learn everything so thoroughly that she
would never make a mistake. Then she repacked her belonging and
returned to the bar. She had an incredible feeling of excitement, a
sort of premonition. The kind of thing that often comes to the
desperate and the hopeful and is most often unfounded.

‘Tonight something momentous will happen. It has to or tomorrow
I will have to move out of here.’

Her small stock of money had almost run out, eaten away by the
cost of her training and life on the road.

She entered the barroom, contemplating her desires, the shape of
her future. She had heard that there was a quick living to be made
from adventuring. One maybe two short adventures and you could
be made for life, or else swiftly dead. It was a risk worth taking, a
risk that she had to take. Besides no young one ever really believes
that the bad stuff will happen to them. From what she had been told
the secret was to find yourself a good and loyal crew. Form your
own group and keep them in line. She was a designing young
woman. She had looked around and seen what was available and
she had a good idea what she wanted, what she needed and was
determined to get it.

There was the cleric, sitting alone. This was strange, an omen. He
did not generally frequent the bar. Right on the top of her list of
things to get was a cleric. Stranger still was his harried expression.
He had a gaunt, haunted look about him. Something was troubling
him, she knew. She sensed it in the air.

‘It’s now or never.” She counselled herself. ‘Don’t get nervous.’
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“May I sit here ?7” She asked prettily. She knew about men and
how some of them would jump through hoops for a pretty faced
young woman.

“There are other seats.” He pointed out, not jumping through any
hoops. Perhaps that edict didn’t apply to priests.

“What is troubling you my friend priest ?”” She asked
sympathetically.

“Couldn’t you just go away and let me suffer in peace?” He
demanded

“Not if I can help you in any way.” She replied undaunted.
“Very well.” He acquiesced. “Don’t forget, you asked for it. Take
a seat and I will explain.”

She drew up a seat.

“Can 1 get you a drink ?” She asked.

“Why not. It certainly can’t make things any worse.” He moaned.
She hailed a girl and ordered two beers. Her budget wouldn’t
stretch to anything else.

“I have been troubled by dreams.” He began “Visions of unusual
clarity of a religious artefact, a relic long lost to my sect, in the
hands of some vile monstrosity. I see places my eyes have never
seen. I see myself following a path to where the object lays.” He
stopped.

“And .” She prompted.

“My masters say I must follow this path and fulfil my holy quest.
It is my destiny.” He explain

“So.” She goaded.

“In my visions I see one of my order, possibly myself, get his head
smashed in by a giant with a huge club.” He confided.

“Dreams are very strange things. They may not be what they
seem.” She asserted, comfortingly.

“You are very kind child, but isn’t it way beyond your bedtime?”
He scoffed.

She was not to be dismissed.

“In your visions do you see yourself alone ?”” She enquired.

“I can not tell.” He admitted.

“Then perhaps you can let me help you. Your god cannot object to
that.” She proposed.

“He might.” He countered.

“Nothing can happen except as the gods wish it to be.” She argued.
“That remains to be seen.” He answered.

“I can help you too.” Came a voice from an adjoining booth. An
unshaven face peeked over the top.

“What are you doing eavesdropping on our conversation ?” The
priest blustered.
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“Yes. That is what I am doing.” The man replied, haughtily. “And
it’s a good thing for you I did. Let me come round there and set
you young fools straight on a thing or two.” He offered.
Meanwhile, at the bar, three young warriors had come together
drinking, as if like attracts like, so to speak.

A Red haired youth was at one end of the bar and a polished and
gleaming individual was a few seats away.

The tall lad walked up to the bar and placed a copper piece upon it.
“Put that away.” Said the flame haired boy. “This one’s on me.”
“That’s very generous of you.” Said the tall one. “How about this
guy, don’t he get one too ?”” He gestured towards the other drinker.
“Absolutely.” Said the generous one, scratching around in his belt
pouch for a few coins with which to pay.

“You really don’t have to.” The third replied.

“I know I don’t have to.” Said the original. “My treat.” He insisted.
They began talking and soon discovered they had all recently
completed training in basic weapon skills under different masters.
This gave them much to talk about. They also seemed to be faced
with the same dilemma. They were all looking for work and
because of the lateness in the season work was exceedingly scarce.
The height of the season was three full months away and none of
them had enough funds to last until then. They spoke much of the
difficulty of finding appropriate work and the possibility that they
may be forced to take any menial task which came along. The
polished one suggested the city guard and said that he knew
someone who might get them interviews.

The stranger sidled over, moving with all the grace of a cat.
“Good evening good knights.” He began wryly.

“What can we do for you sir 7’ The neat one replied.

“Wondering if you were interested in a job ?” He slapped a gold
coin on the counter and called to the barman.

“We’re on that table over there. Keep ‘em filled up until that runs
out.”

“What kind of job ?” His tidiness asked.

“You’ll have to come over and talk to my friend the priest over
there, hear what he has to say.” The small man replied.

“Not the god squad.” The tall one moaned.

“Well, let’s humour him shall we ?”” Mister clean suggested.

“Of course.” The redhead replied. “Always the soul of discretion.”
With that they moved over to where the cleric sat with a golden
haired beauty, who had not been visible until they drew level with
the booth.

“You wanted warriors. Express delivery.” Said the light footed one
in a gloating tone. “Master priest, tell them your tale.” He invited.
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Before long the tale was told and retold and the meeting had turned
into almost a revel.

They had dubbed one another with nicknames. The fiery haired
one became known as Red. The tall guy was laughingly dubbed
Shorty. The rough character was hailed as Cat, because of the way
he moved. The cleric became known irreverently as Preach. The
blonde haired female they called Angel. Finally the well groomed
warrior took on the name and honorary position of Boss.

“All we have to do is to sneak into a cave and relieve this
‘monster’ of this orb and then sneak out again.” Cat summarised,
making it all sound so easy.

“And you want us to protect this priest.” Boss sought clarification.
“I want you to protect us all.” Cat corrected.

“How much is it worth ?”” Shorty asked.

“Don’t worry.” Cat assured him. “Stuff like this is worth plenty.”
“Equal shares of everything we find.” Shorty insisted.
“Everything except the orb.” Preach put in nervously. “That must
be returned to the church.”

“A reward ?” Shorty enquired.

“We will have to negotiate with my master.” Preach proffered.

“If his offering is generous enough” Shorty began.

“Hush.” Said Red. “Money isn’t everything.”

The deal was struck and they retired, the better to start early the
next morning.

CHAPTER TWO IGNORANCE IS BLISS

Now all six of these adventurers had been born and mostly raised
in The Florenian Empire, which sat safely behind its great wall on
a promontory of land to the south. There were no monsters there
and fairies and magic were things talked about in tales.

Until they journeyed north, beyond the wall, which for most of
them was very recently, they knew nothing of the world outside
and didn’t know which tales to believe and which to dismiss.

Since arriving in the north each had spent most of their time
training intensively, or else working to afford such training, in hes
respective trade. (Author’s note: hes means ‘his or her’ ). They had
had little time for exploring or seeking after the truth of these
things.

Rumours and tales they had heard might be just so much bunkum.
Some small snippets of information they had gleaned. Each of
them

had, most likely, seen goblins working in the fields as slaves. Some
few
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dwarves, elves and halflings lived and worked amongst the spemen
population or visited the town of Hud occasionally. They were few
but they were present.

All of the six would have been assured that other monsters and
other creatures existed and that magic really did exist. The young
priest of AGNI would have been made to learn prayers which, he
was assured, would bring down powerful blessings from his god.
He would not be allowed to practise these, or to even witness such
miracles, until he was ordained. The true test of his faith and his
worthiness would come only when he attempted to call upon these
powers. He was recently ordained and had yet to face a situation
requiring such.

He was warned not to attempt them just to prove their existence ,
that should he do so he would never be granted the gift of having
his prayers answered.

Angel had been exposed to magical theory. Much demanding
practise in constituting inks and potions, theories of spell
components and correct reading, writing and interpretation of
magical symbols.

Then there were ridiculous sounding ideas on how magic worked,
mental exercises and endless dexterity exercises, until she
imagined that she was in a dance class rather than a magic class.
Many of the things she was asked to do seemed silly and
particularly remote from the point in hand. She was disposed to
question the validity of all of this mumbo-jumbo.

Only towards the end of her months of training did she see any
evidence of magic actually working. The effects were so slight as
to be hardly worth the effort of studying. The minimum spells,
known as cantrips would have her learning for half an hour to
effect a spell to shine shoes when the shoes could be shone by hand
in five minutes.

Preposterous !

Then she graduated to the study of real dweomers. She learned,
piecemeal, the various components of five different spells. The
words to speak, the timing and pronunciation, even the pitch of the
voice, precise, like learning to sing a song. The intricate pattern of
hand movements, like a complicated dance routine or martial arts
kata.

The mental discipline to concentrate and manipulate the mystical
forces of the world around her and within her. The disciplines of
making inks and correct components, precise scribing and exact
learning.

Most of the time she couldn’t even get the cantrips to work and the
spells seemed impossible to remember or to perform correctly. She
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was almost ready to dismiss the whole idea as a cruel hoax, a scam
to cheat her out of her hard earned money and to conclude that
magic didn’t really exist and never really worked.

“It is all in your state of mind.” Her teacher would tell her. “If you
don’t truly believe then of course it will not work.”

He worked a simple spell. Showed his empty hands and with
motions and incantations unfamiliar to her he opened his hand to
reveal a handful of sand and rose petals.

“If magic does not work, then how do I do this ?” He demanded.
“Sleight of hand.” She suggested

“Then somewhere about me I have a pocketful of sand.” He
challenged. “Could I produce sand from it and not leave one grain
behind, without magic at all ?7”

“No.” She admitted. “To so completely clean your pocket would
require some sort of magic of a minor sort, but not the kind you
claim

to be doing.”

“Then search me.” He offered “See if you can find so much as a
pocket. Remember, if I can conceal such a thing so completely or
make it disappear then that to is magic of a sort.”

She found no sign of a pocket in his simple robe.

“You are indeed hard to convince. Yet if you remain unconvinced
then I will have to declare you unteachable. No magic will work
for you in your state of disbelief.” He declared.

“I will try harder to believe, my master. It would help if you could
show me something more convincing.” She told him.

“Belief comes from here.” He stated bluntly, placing his hand over
her heart. “Nothing I can show you will sway you.”

She stepped back, feeling uncomfortable.

“Tomorrow is the test. Rise early. Learn the dweomer to jump,
completely and be prepared to caste it on my command. If you fail,
I shall never teach you more.” He concluded.

It would be the first time that she had ever learned all aspects of a
real spell together. For safety and security reasons beginning
apprentices were not permitted to do so.

The next day she caste the spell. She felt a tiny tingle of the power
running through her. Apart from that momentary thing she felt no
different. Yet she was able to leap from the ground up to a second
floor balcony of the mage’s house and land safely. She had caste
her first spell. After that she felt tired and drained for the rest of the
day, as if that single magical leap had drained all of her own life
force from her.

“Well ! Were you able to do that without the spell ?”” Her instructor
demanded.
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“No, master .” She conceded.

“Then never again doubt my word young lady. This session of
training is ended. I can teach you no more until you have gone out
into the world and practised what you have learned on your own.
You may now declared yourself a mage. I wish you every success
and hope that you will return soon for further instruction.” He
announced.

“How will I know when I am ready to learn more ?”” She asked ,
earnestly.

He placed his forefinger beside his nose and stated.

“When what you know now is no longer a challenge to you. You
will know.”

That was six days ago. Since then she had moved north to the city
of Hud and she had learned and practised her spell each day but
never

needed to caste them. She was warned never to caste spells
needlessly.

She wondered how she was ever to grow as a mage if she never
had the opportunity to caste a spell. Rumour had it that great
mages could caste many spells each day. How did they ever
develop such powers?

Apart from the cleric and the mage, none of the others had ever
seen real magic or even conceive of what it could do. Its powers
remained a mystery to them. Rumours and stories they heard of
mighty dweomers and fell mages, never knowing whether to
believe.

The locals seemed to set great stock in these stories, much more so
than the people of Florenia did. The citizenry of the Kingdom of
Der Goth, in general, and of the town of Hud in particular, were
very superstitious and very wary of those who were supposed to be
mages.

Many of these seemed to survive merely on this reputation. There
were no shortage of charlatans.

As to the others’ training, the three warriors had spent the last few
months learning weapon skills. Warriors of the region were
expected to be of more general use than to exclusively wield and
polish swords.

If you expected to have any chance of getting a job in this town,
which was a magnet for young warriors, being on the frontier, then
you had to be prepared to do just about anything. Wagon guards
would be expected to do every chore associated with keeping the
wagons moving. There was loading and unloading and such chores
as digging the wagon wheels out of deep mud. With lots of fighters
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to choose from it was a buyer’s market. With age and experience a
warrior could demand a high price.

Our young lochinvars had taken the first step towards acceptance.
They could name a, hopefully reputable , trainer who had taken
money from them for training. They had heeded their trainer’s
advice and each learned an exotic language, at least sufficient to
grunt a few useful phrases. Luckily they had each learned a
different tongue. They each had a variety of skills learned from
their childhoods.

Boss, after leaving his father’s mixed farm, had worked as an
errand boy and then a military runner and signalman for the
Florenian army and had spent some time in the militia. Of them all
he had the best pedigree, being trained by a military officer and
having some real experience.

Shorty had worked the nets with his father, a poor fisherman. He
had done some other sailing work to earn enough for his training
and some irregular labouring jobs. For his youth he was rather
large and very strong, which qualified him to be a navvy. Of them
all Shorty had the most burning desire to be a warrior. He simply
loved to fight, a trait which had earned him a lot of trouble in the
past.

For Red being a warrior seemed like one option to earn a good
living. He decided that he would try it for a while. Perhaps he
could become a champion of justice, like the noble warriors of old,
in all the tales. Red’s family were subsistence farmers of the crop
known as Krop. Since then he had learned to use a bow and done
some hunting in the small patches of land of The Empire which
were not totally given over to Krop farming.

Preach was taken into a monastery and educated in the ways of
AGNI, or indoctrinated, after his parents were burned to death in a
house fire. His training consisted of whatever his church thought
would be useful to them.

Cat had been an orphan, living off of his wits in the worst areas of
Floren City. Recently the city had become too hot a territory for
him and he had had to leave. In his numerous, dubious exploits he
had earned enough to get proper and expert training in his trade
and to join the more respectable of the local guilds.

Angel claimed to have helped her stepfather mending roofs and
cleaning chimneys in Floren City, where she developed a measure
of skill in climbing and rope use. She had already served in one
adventuring company in a jaunt to explore an island, wherein a lot
of climbing was involved. Though she will freely admit that she
only scored that job because the party leader had the hots for her.
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However that short trip earned her enough money to pay the
incredible expense involved in training to be a mage.

To a man, the entire party was almost completely flat broke,
especially after they put together the supplies they needed for their
trip. They were also completely unexperienced at this kind of
endeavour, and in most other things. Each one brought to the party
the bare minimum of skills needed for their respective professions.
So much for history, now to the actual adventure.

CHAPTER THREE SETTING OUT.

Today they were to wander off into the wilderness, the six of them
alone. They knew nothing of what to expect, having never ventured
across the river before into the wilderness north of The Kingdom
of Der Goth, where they now resided.

After pooling their resources and purchasing the supplies they
needed they shared the remaining money evenly. They each had
only twenty copper pieces, enough to live at the bare minimal level
in the city for a grand total of seven days. It was a bad time of the
year to be heading north. In less than a month the winter snows
would descend upon the land and make travel all but impossible. It
wouldn’t do to be caught out there somewhere, freezing to death.
“If this little jaunt doesn’t pay off we will have to find respectable
jobs.” Shorty quipped.

“Don’t remind us.” Cat intoned.

Cat had never done an honest day’s work in his life and he didn’t
intend to start now.

Angel had been up for hours learning her spell for the day and
Preach had spent a similar time in prayer and silent meditation.
The other men had done their customary hours of gruelling weapon
drill before breakfast. It was two hours after dawn by the time that
they were ready to walk out through the town gates.

“Whereabouts are we going ?”” Cat demanded of the priest.

“Up north, into the wild lands across the river.” Was as close to
enlightenment as Preach could give him.

“And how will we find this place and this thing ?” Cat pressed.
“By the power of faith and the grace of AGNIL.” Preach intoned.
“We’re going to get lost, in other words.” Cat complained.
“Sometimes you have to get lost to get found.” Shorty guffawed.
“Ha, Ha !” Said Cat sarcastically “I’m going to get some more
accurate information.”

He went back into the bar and asked, returning minutes later.
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“Keep going north until you reach the river, cross the river and
there you are. That’s what they said.” Cat related, with a shrug.
They left town. Within a couple of hours they stood before a river.
It was too deep to ford, too wide to rope across and too fast
flowing to swim. Of all of the adventurers only Shorty was able to
swim and that not in chain mail and full travelling gear.

The other side of the river was a hundred foot tall cliff, topped by
trees. Vines grew from the trees and dangled over the cliff, in
places reaching right down to dip into the river below.

“What now ?”” Boss asked.

“Find a boat.” Shorty suggested.

“Where 7 Angel asked

“Downstream, of course. Boats adrift more likely to go
downstream.” Shorty reasoned.

They walked along the riverbank eyes peeled for any form of
transport. A few miles { Author’s Note:- a Spemen mile is about
the length of a Kilometre on Earth. Read mile think of one
kilometre. }

downstream they found a boat, a flat bottomed punt with a long
pole.

“The current is running hard onto this bank. It’s going to be a hard
job to pole across this, if it ain’t too deep in the middle to pole at
all.”

Shorty pointed out.

“I'm lightest. I’1l get in first, you hold this thing steady.” Angel
offered.

“It’s floating pretty low in the water.” Red observed. “I think it will
only take one at a time.”

“Then I definitely want to get across first.” Angel announced. “No
good if you make it across and I'm left stranded alone on this bank.
I’'m the one least likely to succeed.” Angel knew that at five foot
nothing and a hundred pounds she was not as strong as even the
smallest of the men.

“Someone take my chain mail and stuff. I want to be ready to
swim, in case she falls in.” Shorty suggested.

“You can swim ?”’ Cat said, amazed.

“Of course. I was raised on the river.” Shorty confided.

It occurred to them how little they knew of those they were about
to trust their lives to.

“If I make it, how do you get the boat back 7’ Angel enquired.
The others looked at one another for an answer for a moment. The
problem of there being six of them and only one boat had not
occurred

to them.
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“Tie a rope to it.” Boss suggested, eventually.

“One rope’s not long enough.” Angel pointed out , she being most
familiar with ropes.

“Someone’s coming.” Preach informed them.

“It’s a local farmer.” Red surmised, being familiar with farming
folk.

“Good morning to you, sirs.” The rustic greeted. “Gots a bit 0’ a
problem ‘as we ?”

“Want to cross the river.” Said Boss. “I don’t suppose we could
borrow a rope now.

“Borrow. You can buy one if ye want.” The man stated.

“How much ?” Cat broke in.

“Eight silvers.” The farmer posited.

“That’s money for rope.” Cat complained.

“That be what it is.” The older man agreed.

“Let me talk to him.” Angel suggested, the farmer seeing her for
the first time.

“Beg pardon, madam.” He apologised. “I bain’t seein’ ye thar .”
“Don’t mention it, my good man. We really do only want to
borrow your rope. None of us are rich enough to buy it.”
“Maybe. How am I t’ get it back ? An’ even so it will still cost ye
ten coppers.” He pressed.

“Just to borrow it ?”” She feigned amazement. “Oh please. We
would be ever so grateful.”

“Gratitude don’t pay no bills madam.” He asserted. “I has a large
family an’ my property ‘ardly feeds ‘em.”

“Lend us two ropes then. You can stand here and get them back as
soon as we’re across the river. Two for four coppers.” She offered.
“Eight coppers.” He bartered.

“Five.” She countered

“Six or nothing.” The man affirmed.

“Good. Then it’s a deal.” She sealed it with a handshake.

The man went off to bring some rope. The adventurers took a swig
of water and a few mouthfuls of dry rations while they waited.
Shorty stripped down to a loincloth in anticipation of his swim.
When the farmer returned with his ropes they were old and worn
and in a filthy condition.

“Six coppers for these, you’ve got to be joking.” Cat challenged.
“This’ll break up in the water.”

“No it wain’t.” The farmer replied.

“A deal’s a deal Cat, let it be.” Shorty intervened.

So they tied the farmer’s rope to the boat and Angel attempted to
pole across the river. Three times she tried and each time was
washed back to the near shore.
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“Try lightening the load. Leave all your gear with us and we’ll
bring it over to you.”

So she tried that and still she failed.

“It’s not the weight in the boat it’s the strength of the current.” She
declared.

“You show her how it’s done Boss.” Cat suggested. “When you get
over there hold the boat and she can drag herself across on the
rope.”

Boss made it across on his third attempt. Eventually he was able to
catch hold of a vine. It broke off in his hand and he tumbled out of
the boat. Shorty swam out and managed to reach him and pull him
back to the shore. Preach pumped the water out of him and
restarted his breathing.

After a short rest Boss tried again. This time he managed to catch
hold of a vine which held and kept the boat across the river. Angel
took off her robe and handed it to Preach. She hung onto the rope
and managed to drag herself , hand over hand, to the boat and
around to the vine. She then began to climb. Angel was no stranger
to climbing and saw no reason to treat a vine any differently to any
other rope. She made it to the top in next to no time. She hardly
noticed a slight numbness and later a tingling in her hands. She did
notice that she was up there alone and naked in the wilderness,
without equipment or weapons. She realised the folly of
volunteering to go first. She wondered if she might not be better
off to hide until the others arrived. Yet she knew that the boat
drifted constantly downstream.

They could end up with the party members strewn over several
miles of the river bank. She thought that she had better keep an eye
on their progress. She decided to climb one of the tall trees
overlooking the cliff face. This would give her shelter and a view
for several miles downstream.

To her amazement, and great embarrassment she fell. She lost her
grip and fell from thirty nine feet up (13 metres) and landed flat on
her back. She felt quite severely inconvenienced.

In the meantime Boss has attempted to climb the vine. He climbed
a great deal more slowly than Angel had done. He was about
seventy feet up when his hands refused to work anymore. He could
not open them. He was paralysed, thoroughly stuck to the vine.
Just as he realised this he heard Angel cry out and hit the ground
with a thump. He could not see what was happening up there. He
shouted.

“I'm stuck !”

Those on the bank were still hauling the boat back.

Cat saw Angel fall and shouted.
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“What the hell is she doing 7”

“Help me !” Cried Boss. “I’m stuck up here.”

“I can’t help anybody.” Angel moaned. “I might have just broken
my back. I’d better not move ‘till someone comes to get me.”
“Oh great | What the hell can we do now ?” Shorty yelled.

“You have to get me over there somehow.” Preach implored “I can
help them.”

“Alright everybody, let’s not panic. We can carry on as planned.
I'll go next.” Red suggested. “I can guard Angel while the rest of
you follow.”

Red made it across the river in record time. He caught a strong
vine. He climbed until he was fifty three feet up and then he too
froze on the vine.

“I can’t move !” Red shouted.

“There’s something in that vine.” Preach announced. “Is there any
way to avoid touching it ?”

The farmer had stood all this while with a bemused expression on
his face.

“Gloves might come in useful.” He piped up.

“And you would just happen to have some I guess.” Shorty
conjectured.

“Aye that I would.” The farmer confirmed.

“I suppose the chiseller is going to sell them to us.” Cat said ,
deliberately loudly.

“Well I was gonna give ‘em to ya, but not now.” The farmer said ,
bitterly. “Seeing as ‘ow yev insulted me.”

“Oh great !” Shorty railed. “you and your big mouth, Cat .”
“Hold it Shorty, don’t panic !” Boss shouted, from across the river.
“Just get on with it, my arms are going numb.”

“Yes, gentlemen , please be civilised.” Preach begged. “Dear
farming gentleman, please let us have your gloves before any
further tragedy befalls us all.”

“Threats now is it !” The farmer shouted.

“Not yet but it soon will be.” Cat forewarned.

“How much do you want for the gloves ? Quickly man !”” Shorty
demanded.

“A gold piece.” The man replied.

“We don’t have any gold piece.” Cat informed him.

“Then you don’t get any gloves.” The farmer taunted.

“Hand over the gloves.” Preach demanded.

“You what ?” The farmer questioned in amazement.

“Comply.” Preach commanded.

The farmer meekly complied.

“How did you do that ?”” Cat asked.
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“By the power of AGNI.” The priest replied.

It was the first time that Preach had ever worked a prayer of power,
or Mantra, in earnest. He stepped into the boat and began polling
across the river.

He caught a vine and began climbing, very clumsily. At fifty five
feet up he could go no further. Whatever was affecting them must
be able to soak right through leather.

“I’m stuck !” He shouted.

Now each adventurer had a waterskin except Cat. He had a
wineskin, which was identical except for its contents. He had it
filled with wine rather than water. Cat rarely drank anything but
wine if he could at all help it. He wound strips of cloth, intended as
bandages , around his hands. He took his wineskin from his back,
unstoppered it and poured a little wine over his hands.

“Now by the power of DIONYSUS.” He murmured as Shorty
hauled the boat back in. Then he took a swig of wine for good
measure before recorking the wineskin.

“I’ll try next, Shorty .” Cat said confidently.

“Do you think we should risk us all getting stuck ?”” Shorty asked.
“You think maybe we should leave them over there.” Cat
shrugged.

“No. I guess we have to try. I just wish we had a plan.” Shorty
replied.

“I have a plan, Shorty, trust me.” Cat declared.

“What plan is that 7 Shorty asked.

“To not get stuck.” Was all that Cat would say.

“Good plan.” Said Shorty but with a puzzled expression.

It took Cat several attempts to pole across the river. He arrived at
the cliff face and grabbed a vine. It came away in his hand and he
teetered backwards, but he kept his balance. The next vine did the
same and again he caught himself. The third vine held. Cat began
to climb, hoping that the wine soaked cloth over his hands would
protect him from whatever was in the vine.

“DIONYSUS, forgive me for wasting good wine.” He breathed in
penitence.

He climbed with skill, trying to keep off the vine wherever
possible.

The cliff face was soft and crumbly and, unfortunately, using the
vines was necessary for most of the way. Cat climbed quickly,
however, and , as Angel before him, reached the top before his
hands succumbed to the paralysis. It was not possible to gage
whether the wine was a contributing factor in his success but Cat
would swear so ever after.

He stood atop the cliff and waved back to Shorty on the shore.
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“Come over.” He invited.

Shorty hauled the boat back in. He untied the rope cut off a short
piece of it and returned the rest of it to the farmer, whose
expression was sour. Shorty was an imposing figure of a man and
his present demeanour made the farmer hesitant to complain. It is
generally not a good idea to argue with anyone who wields a
longsword.

Shorty tied the two backpacks of equipment together and stowed
them in the boat. He tied whatever he could not fit into the
backpacks onto them. It made quite a heavy and cumbersome load.
He slung the twin packs with sundry items dangling around them
over his broad shoulders and began to pole across the river.

Cat meanwhile walked to where Angel lay motionless.

“I have sometimes imagined you in this position.” He said ,
lecherously.

“Give me a break !” She implored.

“I think you’ve given yourself a break.” He said, blandly.

“Can you move ?”” He asked, as his eyes scoured the bushes out in
the wilderness.

“I’m afraid to try. I’ve heard of people crippling themselves that
way.” Angel replied. Those who climb for a living learn about
broken backs.

“You are lucky not to have been eaten or raped by goblins. I hear
there are thousands of them out here.” Cat declared.

“Thanks for that nice thought.” She replied, ironically.

“Hey. My shoulders are going numb. I'm finding it hard to
breathe.” Boss called out.

Shorty and the equipment made the punt float dangerously low in
the water. Already waterlogged wood it began to fill, becoming
more and more like a part of the river. Shorty had second thoughts
about his load. Halfway across the river he slipped the backpacks
off and lay them in the bottom of the punt, in case he might have to
swim in a hurry. He reached the cliff face, the punt so full of water
that it seemed about to go under permanently.

In his first attempt Shorty grabbed a weak vine. When it broke he
took a backward tumble into the river. Swimming back he regained
the boat and tried again. This process he repeated several times,
drifting further downstream with each attempt.

Finally he found a vine which held his weight. He dragged the
cumbersome, and now very wet, packs and slung them over his
back.

He climbed up and up, sixty three feet to be precise, and there he
stayed.

“Whatever you do don’t let Angel move !” Preach shouted.
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“I'm still here Cat. Come and get me.” Boss added.

“How ?” Cat whispered to himself.

“Cut the vine below his hands and at all the places where its roots
grow into the cliff. Then haul him up from the cliff top. Angel
instructed.

“Ain’t she smart.” Cat quipped with a smirk. He knelt down next to
her and kissed her, roughly.

“Hey ! That’s not fair !” She protested.

“Sorry. I couldn’t resist it.” He told her.

“Yuck !” She retorted.

“If you try anything else you’re a dead man.” Angel warned.

Cat hurried off to try to rescue the others. He climbed down to
Boss and cut the vines, as Angel had described, having to dig their
roots out of the cliff, sending a cascade of dirt over Boss’s head.
Climbing back up he failed in his first two attempts to haul Boss up
the cliff face.

“You’re too damned heavy !” Cat complained.

Then he felt his hackles raise. He felt a presence behind him. He
let go of the vine and whirled around to see a small, humanoid
figure standing behind him. The creature had a strange looking
bow. It was nocked and cocked and aimed right at Cat’s heart. The
stranger stood clad in green, like the forest. He had almond eyes
and pointed ears.

“You are an elf ?” Cat asked, in his own , spemen , tongue.

“Nixt Elva.” It replied. “Vost ze gven ?”

Angel heard the exchange, although she dared not move her head
to see the scene. She had learned a little elven from her master and
had a pretty strong impression that this creature was not speaking
in that tongue.

“Siarad Coblynaith ? She asked, in elven.

“Nixt elva.” The squeaky voice replied. “Vost ze gven ?”

“Hablo Ganol ?” Cat queried in Gnollan , the language that he had
learned , though he did not know what a Gnoll might look like.
“Fala Orcas ?” Boss’s voice panted, from below, in Orcish.

The tiny creature began to look worried.

“Spreekt u spema ?” Boss’s voice moaned desperately.

Boss spoke in the ancient language used by his church during their
services to his deity ANHUR. Doing this was generally regarded as
a sin. The language was supposed to be used exclusively for
worship and never supposed to be spoken in front of any but true
believers of ANHUR, God of War.

“Spreekt U Gnomshe ?”” The little man replied in the same tongue.
“Kant u mij helpen alstublieft 7’ Boss wheezed.
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The little one crab walked over to the cliff face in a wide arc,
keeping his bow trained on Cat all the time. He peered over the
edge at the four humans dangling there.

“Esse ishe goed 7’ The gnome asked.

“Niets te danken.” Boss replied.

“Ik begrijp het.” The little man put up his bow and grabbed hold
of the vine. Cat joined him and between them they soon hauled
Boss up the cliff. Next they pulled up Preach and then the dragged
Red up too.

Between cutting operations Cat renewed the ‘protection’ of the
wine on his bandages. Yet as he was striving to free Shorty, Cat
too succumbed to the poison of the vine. It was left to the gnome
alone to haul up Shorty and then Cat. The little man had amazing
strength for one only three feet tall.

“Huad Koster Det 7 Boss asked , once they were all rescued.
“Der er ikke.” The small one replied cheerfully as he took his
leave.

After about an hour the men were recovered from the effects of the
vine. Preach began to treat Angel. He prayed and laid his hands on
her while clutching his flame emblem pendant. His first prayer to
cure light wounds.

“Now that’s a job I wouldn’t mind.” Shorty whispered to Cat.
“Yeah.” Said Cat. “How come he gets to touch her and we don’t ?”
At length Preach whispered to Angel.

“You are not fully healed but your back is no longer broken. It will
be safe to move, even if a little painful.”

“Painful is good.” Angel replied. “Before I couldn’t feel my legs at
all, which was really scary.”

The priest helped her, slowly , to sit up.

“I’ve never fallen in my life.” She claimed indignantly.

“Must have been the effects of the vine.” Preach comforted her .
“Now I can do no more healing until tomorrow. We must lie low
here and avoid attracting attention to ourselves.” He added, which
sounded not so comforting.

Angel regarded her own naked state.

“Hey guys. You all been gettin’ an eyeful ? How’s about protecting
a lady’s privacy huh ?”

“Our humble apologies.” Said Shorty, throwing her her robe. She
could tell that he didn’t mean it.

“I’m not your free peep show you know.” Angel declared.

Cat looked back towards the river.

“There’s no easy way back .” He observed.

“Thank you once again for that gem. Are you always so full of
good news.” Angel commented.
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“We can’t just sit around here.” Boss joined in. “We will be
attacked by dozens of goblins or kobolds.”

“How do you know ?”” Red queried.

Boss could have boasted about the action he saw in his army
service but it wasn’t so much to boast about. The army had
marched across the wilderness to arrive too late for the war and
then marched back again. He had been this side of the river, but
not this stretch of it. He did, however, know that it was pretty much
the same in that respect.

“Something my weapon master told me.” He said modestly.
“Swarms of kobolds by the river, goblins further north and orcs in
the hills over there.” He catalogued.

“We should have enlisted the aid of the diminutive fellow as a
guide.” Preach pointed out, belatedly.

“Too late now.” Shorty said, teasingly. “We couldn’t communicate
very well anyway.”

“I can track him for you.” Cat offered. “His trail may lead to
somewhere safer than this.”

“Some folks might take exception to being followed to their safe
haven.” Shorty pointed out.

They put it to a vote, a procedure that they had settled upon when
trying to work out a way to pay for their supplies, and decided
against it . No sense in alienating potential allies.

“Can you walk, Angel ?” Preach asked, solicitously.

“Just about.” She replied, testing her balance. She was a little
shaky and her back hurt terribly with even the slightest movement.
“Then you’re just about as fit as the rest of us.” Cat declared
callously.

Though their major paralysis had worn off they were all still
partially numbed and movement without feeling is a little difficult.
“In time we would have been so thoroughly paralysed that we
would have died from lack of breath.” Preach announced
cheerlessly, a propos of nothing.

“Where to ?” Boss asked, to dispel the gloom of the thought.

“To the north, I guess.” Preach pointed , rather uncertainly.

They set of, rather shakily at first. Their first day of adventures was
not going very well at all. Each had reason to wonder why they
were doing this. They had time to reflect upon the danger and the
fact that, as Cat had rightly pointed out, there was no easy way
back.

They had begun without any consideration of such basic questions
as how to travel there and back , what they might face along the
way and how to survive it. Now they found themselves stuck with
the consequences of their lack of foresight and planning. They
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were behaving precisely like the amateurs that they were.
Following in the footsteps of countless thousands of young
hopefuls who had died on such foolish quests as this. They sought
an illusive and perhaps none existent goal out of their desperate
need to make a living. In their callow youth they underestimated
the risks or believed that somehow they didn’t apply to them.
Everyone knows that tragedy only befalls others, not ourselves,
and secretly believes that they are the exceptions to the rule. Still,
every eye studied the surrounding forest for signs of danger.

They became tense and prepared to defend themselves. They
thought that they were ready for anything and equal to any danger.
Yet they were scared as hell !

CHAPTER FOUR GETTING SOMEWHERE

KOBOLDS

Suddenly a swarm of arrows shot out of the woods to either side of
them. Shorty, Angel and Red were all hit. The group took off at
full speed away from the river. Shorty and Red caught another
volley and Cat was hit twice before they managed to get out of
range of their unseen assailants.

They could not travel far before stopping to tend their wounded.
They just had to hope that whoever had fired at them was not still
in close pursuit. Preach removed arrowheads from those hit and
did whatever mundane bandaging he could.

They rested in the shelter of some undergrowth without the
comfort of a fire, for fear of discovery. They were silent and sullen.
It was their first taste of adventure, their first real engagement as a
group and they did not feel like heroes. They had no time to do
anything but withdraw.

“We did the sensible thing.” Preach excused. “The only thing that
we could do under the circumstances.”

HSIAO

The others were hardly encouraged by this.

The next morning they noticed a giant owl which had been
watching them, patiently waiting, no doubt, for them to die or for
one of them to wander off alone. Since they were not so obliging it
decided to fly off to greener pastures.

HUNTER
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They rested that whole day. Early in the night a Spemen hunter
happened by. No doubt he noticed them but he acted as though he
didn’t. Boss and Preach were sharing the early watch.

“A brave man to wander the wildlands alone at night.” Boss noted.
“I have heard of such a breed.” Preach stated. “It is a wonder that
they survive.”

Preach bade Boss to turn in before him, saying that he needed to
pray privately for a few minutes before waking Cat and Shorty and
going to sleep himself. Boss trusted him and respected the priest’s
wishes. He knew that most priesthoods had some strange rules and
customs.

Preach waited until Boss had dozed off and then moved over to
where Angel lay and intoned over her a prayer of power for
healing, the one known as cure light wounds. Then he did the same
for both

Shorty and Cat. Unfortunately there were no prayers left for Red,
the other wounded party member. Preach then woke Shorty and
Cat and set himself to sleep.

On the morning of the third day they were ready to continue on
with their quest. Red was a little disadvantaged by the two arrow
nicks in him but he soldiered on. Angel, Cat and Shorty were
miraculously almost totally well. Even Angel’s back was almost
perfect. Their wounds healed to leave the tiniest of white line
scars.

Before moving Preach removed their bandages. Angel particularly
was pleased at the lack of scarring she had received. Preach
washed the bandaging material and left it for a time to dry. There
was a limit to how much bandages they could afford and to what
they could carry.

They moved off and walked for a time. Then Preach reached a
place which he claimed was familiar from his dreams and pointed
the way towards their destination. There was a stream running out
from a ravine some twenty feet tall . Atop the walls of the ravine
on either side were two trees which arched over until their
branches met in the middle, forming an arch some fifty feet
overhead.

“This is where it happened.” The priest declared, with a shudder
from the memory of it. “Here I saw the Giant kill the priest.”

He looked around nervously for any sign of the giant.

“Don’t worry.” Angel said with a smile. “It can’t happen now. In
your dream you saw the giant take the orb from the priest. You
don’t have it yet.” She pointed out.
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“Then maybe it’ll get him on the way back.” Cat speculated, rather
unkindly.

“Let’s go.” Red prompted, somewhat impatiently.

They followed the ravine and it grew deeper and wider around
them. Soon they came to the sheer cliff face of the plateaux and
found themselves standing in a clearing by a cave. The cliff
stretched up over a thousand feet above them.

“This is it.” Preach announced soberly.

“Are you sure ?” Cat cautioned. “There are a heck of a lot of caves
around here.”

“Well, one cave is as good as another to me.” Said Red. “We
came here to explore, so let’s get to it.”

“Certainly Sir, but we’ll let the Boss go first.” Shorty quipped.
“Who’s the boss ?7”” Boss queried.

“By unanimous decision.” Red announced, pointing at Boss.
“Why me ?”” Boss asked.

“We all have our appointed positions.” Said Red. “I am rearguard
and you can take the point. At least you’ll see what hits you.”
“So where am I ?”” Shorty asked.

“You stand behind me” Boss suggested, “because you’re taller.”
“Then Preach then Cat , Angel and Red.” Shorty enumerated.
“Where did you get those names from ?”” Angel asked.

“I made ‘em up.” Said Shorty. “T always give folks nicknames.
We’ve been calling you that since the first meeting, didn’t you
know?”

“Not to my face you haven’t. I'm not sure I like it.” Angel stated.
“You’ll get used to it.” Shorty dismissed.

“So what do we call you ?” Cat asked.

“Folks call me Shorty.” Shorty replied, proudly.

“It isn’t height you’re short of.” Cat remarked.

“T always said that names are things use to talk about you, not to
you.” Shorty pontificated.

“Let’s get on with this shall we ?”” Red invited.

“Yeah , before someone gets separated from their breath.” Shorty
threatened, glowering at Cat.

“Just remember, Short stuff, I'm right behind you.” Cat countered.
“Don’t you guys think we should work together. We’ll have
enough to worry about without picking on each other.” Angel
pointed out.

“I"d enjoy working with you sweet stuff.” Cat announced.

“In your dreams. I’d rather kiss a goblin.” Angel rebutted.

“You may yet get to do that.” Preach said seriously.

Boss moved ahead towards the cave.

Preach, you light a lantern. We’ll need some light in there.”
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FIREFLIES

Inside the cave a dozen huge beetles rested, their abdomens giving
off an eerie green glow.

“I vote we give these things a wide birth.” Said Angel quietly.
“Keep an eye on them. Be ready in case they attack.” Boss
suggested.

“Uh Duh !” Cat expulsed mockingly.

They attempted to cross the length of the cavern without disturbing
the beetles. The creatures, each a couple of feet long, took to the
air and began to buzz them.

Boss and Shorty were both bitten and Preach was bitten twice as
the beetles hovered into the attack. At first Cat was the only one
fast enough to cut into one of the attackers, driving it away. Then
Angel was able to whack one with her staff, bringing it down,
while Red sliced into another with his sword. Preach managed to
swat one with his mace while Red , with one swift and accurate
stroke, killed one outright.

“Stick together and keep heading for the exit over there.” Boss
shouted over the clamour, pointing out the opening at the back of
the cavern.

Meanwhile Cat, Angel and Red had each been bitten by the beasts.
The scene inside the cave was bedlam. The small knot of Spemen
tried to stay back to back, warding the swooping insects away with
their weapons. They also tried to move, as a group, across the
cave.

The beetles constant attacks made any progress difficult. They
were bogged down for some minutes. Each minute saw many
abortive attacks as the creatures flashed quickly out of the way
with amazing speed. Then a beetle would swoop in and try to
inflict a vicious bite.

Oftentimes the intended victim would parry but occasionally an
insect beak would hit and tear at the spemen’s soft flesh. For those
who had armour as often the insect found its jaws jangled as it
pressed against the hardness of metal. While Boss, Angel and Red
took more damage, Cat wounded another creature and Red killed
his second one.

In this battle swiftness of reaction outweighed strength as a factor.
Cat, Angel and Red proved the ones with the greater hand speed
and seemed to be having more success than the others.

Slowly they fought their way across the cave’s wide floor. Finally
they reached the exit tunnel on the far side of the huge chamber.
Cat was able to snatch up one of the beetles that Red had killed, on
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his way through. They found that the remaining beetles did not
follow far into the narrower tunnel where they would have had
little room to manoeuvre and been easier to hit. Three beetles had
been killed and two driven off. Now the remaining seven gave up
the chase.

Had the adventures not moved out of the cavern the insects might
have been feasting upon their carcasses very shortly. Each of the
Spemen was injured and all were badly in need of rest and healing.
Cat attempted to remove the glowing rear end of the beetle corpse
that he had snatched up, without damaging it. He was unsuccessful.
Its green light spilled messily over the tunnel floor.

“What are you messin’ about at ?”” Shorty demanded.

“It would have made a good emergency light.” Cat explained.
After resting a while and tending their wounds they went on,
looking for an out of the way cavern, a cosy little nook which
would be easily defensible, in which to spend the night. They were
not in a cheery mood. Their second real battle had ended, once
again, in a forced retreat. They also realised that they had to
recross the cavern of those giant beetles on the way back. If they
tried to retreat from the caverns in a weakened state then that way
lurked certain death.

BUGBEARS

There was a promising opening, off to one side of a larger cave,
which they decided to explore. Boss and Shorty entered while Cat
held a torch near the entrance. As usual Red watched back the way
they had come whilst Angel and Preach kept an eye out in every
other possible angle of approach.

Suddenly Boss and Shorty were jumped by two large beasts. The
beasts were goblin like but much larger and hairier. The clumsy
creatures swung large claws but both Boss and Shorty were able to
dodge in time. The two warriors turned to do battle. The two
humanoid monsters swung repeatedly but their blows rarely
penetrated the warriors’ guard and as often clanged against armour
, without doing serious damage.

Standing side by side Boss and Shorty backed into the larger cave,
allowing their companions to enter the battle.

Cat rushed in and plunged his sword into one monster’s back, as
the things stupidly followed the warriors into the cave. The thing
let out a mighty bellow of pain. Angel hit the same beast with her
staff but it had little effect on the creature’s thick skull. Then Red
ran it through and it fell heavily to the ground.
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The second beast caught Shorty with a powerful swipe. Its sharp
talons ripped through his chain mail, bringing forth a spout of
blood and pain. Its thrashing blows kept Boss and Shorty baled up
against the back wall of the cave. They were fully occupied with
parrying blows from the enraged beast. Once again Red’s sword
struck home, while his companions did no damage.

The monster spun around. Its deadly talons thrashing out and
sinking into the first victim that they found. That victim was Angel,
caught off guard by its sudden turn. Her torn robe began to soak in
her blood as, once again, her creamy, soft flesh was mangled.
Now Boss had a clear aim at the beast’s exposed back and his
sword hit home. Cat too took aim and hit under the creature’s
raised guard. He drove his shortsword up towards its black heart.
The monster fell to its knees with a roar of pain and collapsed in a
river of black, stinking blood. It was done.

Only Angel and Shorty were injured. Preach began preparing to
bandage them up.

“I’ll do the lady first, if that’s alright with you.” Preach decided.
Angel’s wounds looked the worst, if blood was anything to go by.
“No, you go ahead. I wouldn’t like to see her bleed to death.”
Shorty replied magnanimously, though no doubt his own wounds
were bad enough.

“Cat, help him off with his armour and hold this hard against the
wound to stop the bleeding.” Preach instructed, handing Cat a wad
of cloth. Boss and Red stood guard at the entrance to the small
alcove.

Preach had to peel back the robe from where it was pasted to her
shoulder with blood.

“Such a waste to get yourself all torn up like this. I can understand
these men, they are warriors by trade. What are you doing here ?”
Preach demanded.

Angel ignored him and turned to Cat and Shorty.

“Watch your eyes !” She warned.

“Why ?” Shorty questioned. “It’s not a pretty sight just at this
moment.”

“If you keep on this way you won’t ever have to worry about men
looking at you again.” Preach warned her.

“Lucky it wasn’t my face.” Angel commented.

“One day it will be.” Preach predicted.

“I don’t think that I should rush into combat like that.” Angel
declared.

“What, you think you should just stand back and watch the rest of
us get torn apart.” Cat bellowed. “Just because you’re a woman
don’t
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mean you get a free ride. You’re in for the same risks as the rest of
us.”

Preach was busily trying to tend Angel’s wounds. She had claw
marks just below her right breast. She was blushing red and trying
valiantly not to leave her bosom exposed. It was strange the way
she felt. She had never been self conscious or shy of exposure
before, regarding nakedness as normal. Where she had grown up
many people just couldn’t afford to wear clothes and never owned
any.

“She’s right, Cat .” Boss spoke out. “She’s not here as a fighter.
She has other talents which may be of better use to us.”

“Yeah. I can see some of her talents from here. Like she ought to
share them around. I could do with the priest’s job right now.” Cat
leered.

Shorty drew his blade and thrust it within an inch of Cat’s throat.
“Show the lady a little respect !I” He shouted.

“If you don’t be just a little quieter you will bring down a host of
goblins upon us, or something worse.” Preach cautioned. “Or do
you want us all to die down here.”

“Only some of us.” Shorty hinted.

“Fire and lightening.” The priest blustered. “We don’t need to fight
amongst ourselves.”

“He’s right, Shorty. Put up your sword, please.” Boss implored,
looking in. “We shall die soon enough without killing each other.”
“We, somehow, have to learn to live together and fight for a
common cause.” Red declared, from outside. “Like the twin
heroes, HUNAPU and XBLANQUE.” He lifted a symbol from
beneath his shirt. It was barely visible in the little light which
filtered out to where he kept guard.

After Preach had spent several minutes bandaging wounds they
prepared to hold up in the side cavern while they, once again,
waited to heal. They cleared out the bodies and accumulated mess
of the vile beasts and piled what large stones they could in the
entrance, almost completely blocking it off. They had , of course
explored their small shelter well enough to see that there were no
other significant entrances for danger to come through.

For the next day Preach did what healing that he could. This gave
them many hours to reflect upon their situation and the error of
their ways.

Preach had not yet caste his prayers of power. He generally waited
until the last possible moment to use them, in case he needed them
in emergency. Once they were used they were gone regardless of
need.
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AGNI was generous to answer any prayers at all. That was the only
way that the priest could look at it, elsewise he risked losing the
privilege of prayer altogether.

The next day came, or so they judged. It can be very difficult to
gage the passage of time in the constant dark of the underground.
They ate and slept and lit the lantern for only a couple of hours
during the day while they rested. Preach did his healing prayers.
After this excellent healing they were well enough to travel on.

“I would rather wait.” Preach implored them. * for tomorrow,
when I will be able to regain my lord’s favour.”

“How do you mean ?”” Red enquired.

“My lord, AGNI will allow me no more healing this day. If any of
us are near death I will not be able to save them. Tomorrow we
shall go on and have a better chance to survive.” The priest
explained.

“It is your quest, Preach, you call the shots.” Boss agreed.

“We have only five days food left.” Angel pointed out.

They had not anticipated the affair taking so long but had bought
what food they could afford and could easily carry.

“And water .” Cat added.

“Then let us pray that our quest is not too long.” Preach suggested.
By next morning everyone was fully healed. Because of the
magical nature of the healing scars had almost totally disappeared.
“This healing is too good.” Shorty quipped. “I shall never get to
look like a warrior. No battle scars.”

“Believe me, I don’t wish to end up with ugly scars all over me.”
Angel confided.

“Then stay at home and take up knitting, woman.” Cat goaded.
“Can we go now.” Red asked impatiently.

“Not yet.” Angel declared. “I need to study some more.”

Angel huddled as close to the lantern as she dared, to get enough
light to read her spellbook by. None of the others understood the
rigors of magehood.

“You studied yesterday.” Cat observed.

“And I shall do so again tomorrow.” Angel predicted.

“You are without a doubt the bookiest person I've ever met.” Said
Shorty.

“My sword arm is a little stiff. I shall need to warm up a little.”
Red stated, to take the pressure off of Angel.

“And I must pray.” Preach put in.

That was another mystery to the others. In order to gain the prayers
which were useful Preach had to put in hours of prayers of no use
at all, praising the name of his deity without asking for anything.
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“Practise ?” Shorty said, amazed. “When have I ever seen you
practise, Red.”

Mostly Red considered himself a bowman. The sword was a
secondary weapon, to him. His practice time was usually devoted
to archery. I must say that he had equipped himself very well in
the last two battles for a none-swordsman. His swordsmanship, or
lack of it, was a bit of an in joke between Shorty and Boss, mostly
on Shorty’s part.

“I shall today.” Red announced, since archery practise would be
nigh impossible within the confines of the caverns.

Surely you must have something to practice too ?”” Boss asked Cat.
“Yeah. I'll scout around outside.” He offered.

“Don’t go too far and don’t get lost.” Boss advised.

“Why not ?” Shorty laughed.

Cat ignored the jibe.

With the lantern tied up Cat had two choices, either stumble
around in the dark or light a torch, making himself even easier to
spot by every denizen of this dangerous underground maze.

He wandered for a short distance under torch light, wondering
why he was doing so.

He reflected, wondering why he had come here at all. At one stage
he had entertained thoughts of scaming these naive, starry eyed
youngsters, taking them for the fools that they were. They would
get themselves killed and he return home to cash in whatever they
had on them. Yet he had heard that adventuring could yield
bonanzas. His greed won out over petty thievery for the time being.
If they did score big he wanted to be in on it and get his full share,
or more ,if possible.

He might come out of this with a very valuable artefact, sacred to a
certain sect, all to himself. Something for which he could name his
own price. Besides getting back now would be a problem. He
could not get through the cavern of the giant beetles if the rest were
all dead. Even this heady consideration was not the heart of his
present dilemma. Deep down inside somewhere his, generally icy,
heart was thawing out. He was getting close to these young idiots,
actually getting to like them. That he didn’t like very much at all.
He had learned not to care about anyone and to keep all at a
respectable distance.

If he gave in to sentimentality he would lose the hard edge of his
advantage over the rest of humanity. If he became close to others
people could get to him through them. He had never allowed the
world that kind of hold on him.

Within an hour all were ready to depart. Cat had found no danger
in the large chamber beyond their hold up. It was just as well, for
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their lights and the sounds of their swordplay would alert every
roaming monster for miles around.

“If we get separated today we meet back here.” Boss suggested.
“Let’s block it off completely then, with smallish stones, so that
even I can get back in.” Angel advised.

She was thinking that, once so blocked, only certain kinds of
creatures would be able to re-infest the cavern, keeping it relatively
safer from invasion. This would not be conducive to a speedy re-
entry, however. all things are a gamble.

After the alcove was blocked they set out on what was the sixth
day of their adventure, as far as they could tell.

Preach knew why he was here. He was chosen to serve AGNI in
this way. He virtually had no choice and he had to make the best of
it. It wouldn’t do to complain or resent. AGNI knew his every
thought. Preach would endure much rather than risk his master’s
wrath. Once inducted as a priest of such a one it is not something
you can easily walk away from. The God’s revenge follows long
after mere death.

For the three warriors it was a matter of bread and butter. It was
get a job or starve. They had chosen to be warriors lured by the
promise of a good wage, if successful and no need to worry if you
fail, you get a cheap and early death.

Angel had time to ponder. As a mage, which she was now, there
were many ways to earn a living. She could sit back in town and
caste the odd small spells for people or study and scribe. Yet she
had heard that the way to any sort of reasonable power reasonably
quickly was through adventures such as these. Sure nine out of ten
met a swift, untimely death, but the other one came out having won
real power.

She didn’t know why but even in these early days it was real
power, more than anything else that she craved and she would risk
anything to get it. Sure the men were all very nice. She liked them
all in different ways and for different reasons. Strange how she had
ended up with the ones that she had already picked out from the
crowds at The Charging Minotaur Inn so easily. It was as if they
had been fated to be together and she knew it. Shorty was so big
and powerful looking and so goofy, yet he had a vicious temper
which rose so easily.

Boss was likeable and agreeable and incredibly handsome. Red too
was not without his charms. He had a strange aloof aire of nobility
about him. He was sort of quiet and shy, which she found an
endearing contrast to the men she was used to. Cat was a real
heartless rouge. He pretended affability but was ever aloof. She
was drawn to the mischief in him. Also he was only five feet four
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and of slight build, like an eternal youth, kind of cute. His lithe
body movements were like a dance, like poetry and his steps could
not be heard. Preach seemed always nervous, deeply disturbed and
brooding.

He was an ominous, sinister figure who made those around him
feel ill at ease. This Angel, perversely , found intriguing. You
could never tell what the priest might be thinking or what ulterior
motives he might have. Also, he was truly a wise man. He had a
way of coming out with the most startling things, when he chose to
share it. She respected his insightfulness.

GIANT CRAYFISH

It was not long before they came to an underground stream which
crossed their path. Boss and Shorty went forward with Preach
holding a lantern behind them.

A pair of giant claws struck out of the water and grabbed Boss,
squeezing him hard. Within his flexible chain mail armour Boss
felt and heard his ribs cracking under the pressure.

Almost immediately Shorty suffered the same fate. Both doughty
warriors struck repeatedly at the offending appendages, but to no
avail. The sword blows did little to daunt their attacker, its shell
encrusted claws too thick to yield to their hampered strikes.

The beast tried to haul its prey off of the bank and into the dark
water. It was unable to do so and so merely continued in its vice
like grip. Boss felt more of his bones give way. A huge lobster like
head emerged from the water.

Angel muttered the arcane words of a spell, it would be the first
time she had used magic to do damage to anything. She felt the
incredible surge of magical energies gathering within her. Then she
sprang forwards. She laid her hand upon the giant claw which held
Shorty. She felt the most incredible exhilaration as the energies
instantly discharged. It was the most intense feeling she had ever
felt in her, yet so short, life. From here on in, she knew, she would
be totally hooked upon the quest for ever more and more of such
power.

A spark of blue energy discharged into the target. The claw sprang
open, involuntarily, releasing its grip upon Shorty before he too
could sustain more damage, as Boss had done. The claw hung
limp for some time, immobilised temporarily by the electrical
attack. It was the first time that Angel had worked magic which
could have been visible to the men. She worried about how they
might react to this. She knew that many were distrustful of and
uncomfortable around mages, especially those of the warrior class.
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This was not the least of her worries, for as the magical energy left
her she was left drained and dizzy, her knees threatening to buckle
under her. She wondered how anyone could discharge multiple
magics each day and willed herself to stay on her feet and continue
the fight.

Boss struggled to move backwards, hoping to coax the thing out of
the water and expose a more vulnerable surface to attack. Shorty
held onto the limp claw and pulled also. The creature would not be
dislodged from its watery abode. Cat attempted to move to where
he could attack the creature from behind, always thinking like the
rouge that he truly was.

Preach smashed the crustacean with his mace. It hit with a loud
crack, like hitting a rock. The beast was hardly aware that it had
even been struck. Red stepped into the fray, hacking at the claw
which held Boss again and again, but seemed to cause no damage
at all.

Boss felt his chest collapse under the creature’s strength and fell
unconscious.

Now the second claw leapt back to life, grasped Shorty, taking him
unawares and he too was crushed into oblivion.

The crustacean felt its prey fall lifeless and let the two warriors fall
limply to the floor. It was ready to grasp its other assailants.

The heroes dodged adeptly. Preach and Angel beat on it to no
avail.

Red’s sword bit into its carapace but did not penetrate to its soft
insides.

Meanwhile Cat had worked his way around to where he believed
he had a chance. He leapt upon the beast’s back and thrust his
sword adeptly between two of the monster’s bony plates. With a
mighty heave he pushed the sword in up to the hilt, using all of the
weight of his body.

The beast did not die !

Instead it caught Red in its icy claws and its steely grip began to
crush him too. Another claw gathered up Angel, however the claws
seemed to have lost some of their strength. Red an Angel were not
quite so severely damaged as Boss and Shorty had been.

On and on the fight continued. Cat struggling to remain atop the
mound of the creature’s squirming body. He tried to retrieve his
sword, pulling it left and right and inching it upwards. The others
were beating on the crustacean’s hard carapace to no avail. Angel
and Red held within its claws, too firmly to escape and yet not
crushed to death. Not yet at least.

Red was drawn close to the monster’s mouth. It made as if to bite
him in half. Then he thrust his sword deeply into it’s unholy
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cavernosity. A stream of rancid ichor poured forth , followed by a
frothing, gurgling sound and the claws fell limp as a dead dogs
dick.

Angel spilled out onto the floor and Red staggered out of the
releasing grip. The body of the beast slid down into the water. It
sat there, a once living stepping stone, across the rushing stream.
Cat was half dipped in the water, still struggling to remove his
sword. He wrestled with it for another minute or two and then
wallowed up to the top of the crayfish’s back and leapt back onto
the shore.

Preach, meanwhile , rushed to his fallen comrades and worked
frantically to save their lives. By the time he had stabilised Boss
and Angel it was touch and go with Shorty. Yet the priest brought
them all back to safety, in as much as they would not bleed to
death within the next few minutes. All three were still very weak.
The remaining three decided to try to move their wounded back to
their secret cavern of the day before. Cat and Preach dragged
Angel a little way up the tunnel. Preach stayed with Angel while
Cat returned to where Red guarded the others.

“This isn’t going to work.” Cat complained. “One of them will still
be left alone.”

“You take Boss, I'll take Shorty.” Red suggested.

Neither of the fallen warriors were light loads, especially decked in
their chain mail and loaded with equipment. It was a struggle for
both carriers, especially for Cat.

GOBLINS

The pair were dragging one load each when a group of goblins
came padding up the tunnel towards them. The two groups stared
at each other in suprise for a few moments. Then the goblins
charged.

Cat caught a vicious thrust which sent him reeling.

Thereafter the battle settled down into a long, drawn out, affair of
cut and thrust and parry and counter thrust in which neither side
could make headway and no one gained ground.

Then Red cut deeply into one goblin, which went down. Almost
simultaneously Preach arrived, drawn by the sounds of battle, he
had risked leaving Angel’s fallen frame down the tunnel
unguarded. The priest charged into the fray, taking one goblin
unprepared. A neat whack on its head, with a mace, sent it
staggering dazedly backwards.
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To everyone’s amazement Shorty, from a propped up, half seated
position weakly waved his sword and caught the staggering goblin
on it’s heel, bringing it crashing down.

What happened next was not convenient. Over the next half a
minute each of the three standing heroes was hit. Cat went down.
Spurred, no doubt, by the exhilaration of battle Shorty staggered to
his feet and chopped a goblin’s head neatly from its shoulders,
while Red and Preach were bogged down amid the cut and thrust.
The remaining goblins, thinking that they had seen a corpse come
to life behind them, broke and ran off in panic. Red seized the
opportunity to thrust his sword through a goblin back, ending its
retreat. Shorty thereafter promptly collapsed in a heap.

With four of their number now critically wounded there was now
no possibility of further retreat. At least they had moved a little
way from the stream and its threat of attack by more giant
crustaceans.

HOMUNCULUS

They sought whatever sheltered spot they could find in the nearby
passageways. Red hurried off to gather Angel to it and, to his great
relief , found her safe and returned with her.

Red took the first watch and Preach was to take the second.
Preach was on look out. A strange creature came padding up the
corridor towards him.

It was not a goblin. It was smaller than a goblin and , if possible,
even uglier. Vaguely humanoid in shape, it had red glinting eyes,
leathery wings and sharply pointed teeth and claws.

It took to the air and rushed towards the priest. Despite his
attempts to swat it away, it flew to his throat and sank its vile teeth
into his neck. He felt suddenly drowsy and fought to stay awake,
even as he struggled to shake off the beast.

“Awake !” he shouted frantically. “Murder ! Red ! Awake !”
There followed moments of terror as he struggled with the pain in
his throat, trying to lever the abomination free. He was desperately
fighting the urge to lie down and sleep, or perhaps even to lie down
and die. He finally tore its mouth free, leaving a gaping wound
behind.

It lunged its head forwards again and found itself new purchase. It
pumped more of its vile venom into him. This time he could no
longer resist its lure. He fell into a deep slumber.

Red, meanwhile had awoken. Grabbed his sword. Charged over.
Struck at the beast. With a beat of its wings it glided over his head.



36

Sword swished through empty air. Beast plummeted towards his
unguarded rear.

Red whirled about deftly. In the dim lantern light he marked its
black, fleeting shape. He swung just before it closed on him. Too
soon before. Again his sword cut through the void between them.
His opponent was on him in an instantly. Its fangs found purchase
in a small, unprotected area of his cheek. He felt himself slip into
unconsciousness.

Angel had benefited somewhat from Preach’s magical healing. She
stirred and, in the dim light saw the shadowy battle, almost like a
dream. She struggled to her feet. Must help. Must find her staff.
Cat also stirred fitfully. He was weak and unsure where he was and
what was real. He staggered, clumsily and noisily towards the
commotion.

Both of the heroes made pathetic attempts to hit the attacker. It
darted adroitly between their blows, like a radar sentient bat. It
dove for Angel, who seemed the fitter and most dangerous of the
two. It bit into her unprotected flesh and pumped its poison into
her to do its work.

Surprisingly she resisted. She struck out at it blindly, bringing her
staff down on the leading edge of its wing. Cat , seeing double,
thrust his blade into the air a good foot behind the shadowy villain.
It sank its fangs deeper and increased the flow of its poison.

Angel succumbed. Her body went limp. Her muscles failed to
respond. She felt herself falling and then she felt nothing at all. She
drifted into sleep, a blackness of total oblivion overtook her.

Cat was barely aware of himself , staggering about in the narrow
tunnel, fighting off this shadowy demon. It was a surrealistic
dream. A dark shape came and went. It dove at him. He thrust at it.
It wheeled to the side. It disappeared. It waited for a lapse in his
attention. It was waiting, he knew, for him to collapse and leave
them all helpless.

On one of its passes he even hit it. His elation lasted but a moment.
Then he realised it was not a killing blow. He fended it off again
and again. It bided its time, It knew how weak he was. It dove. He
missed. It vanished into the darkness. It tried to lead him away
from the others, away from the safety of the light. Cat was not that
delirious.

“Cunning Bastard !”” He railed.

Three minutes, four minutes. The drama dragged on. Cat knew that
his time was limited. He could not hold on indefinitely. It narrowly
missed him. He was so wide of the mark. He thought of himself as
a devout coward and he was now the whole party’s only hope. He
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felt a stinging pain in the back of his neck. He slipped into oblivion
with only one last thought left.
“The little bastard’s got me !”

GARISHAMAL

Preach awoke to find himself hog tied in a small dimly lit room
with motionless bodies and an amazing collection of assorted junk.
Junk was the only way to describe it. It was not good enough to be
rubbish but far too good to be garbage. Among the bric-a-brac was
a hotchpotch of assorted odds and ends, the occasional white
elephant and an arrangement of curios, some souvenirs and a few
leftovers. Along with makeshift devices and any number of bits
and pieces were a rag tag collection of do-hickeys and
thingamajigs and a really large, ogreish looking ,female creature
with a winged demon like thing perched upon her shoulder like a
demented parrot.

“Garishamal aa vey !”” She spake.

“Ich nicht vischtehn.” Quoth he .

“Zu ist ehre Rabbit .” Spake she.

“Speak you spemen ?” He asked.

“Don’t ve all.” She replied. “Rest ye for now. Explain later.” At
this she turned and departed.

Soon after Red awoke and then the others, whilst Cat drifted in and
out of consciousness, sporadically mumbling incoherently.

Their host reappeared, carrying a large bowl and a spoon. To
Preach she spoke.

“I let you go, you feed others, yes ?”

“I will.” Said Preach.

“No trickses.” She intoned.

“No tricks.” Preach assured her.

“You swear .” She demanded.

“I swear.” Preach said, sounding sincere.

“By what you swear ?” She interrogated.

“By the flames of AGNI and by his grace.” Preach invoked.
“What is this ?”” She queried.

“My god.” He announced. “See his symbol, look.” He nodded
towards the pendant around his neck.

“I see.” She admitted. “God of flame. Not good, this god of flame,
not good.”

“He is a Great God indeed.” Preach protested.

“Aye. Great is he. Great are they all. Yes. All gods great. Must not
speak ill of them, never. But not good, this god. Not a good god.”
“I must protest.” Preach began.
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“Alright. Dequesce Illicitimus Dominis Absolutas .” She mouthed.
“I don’t understand.” Preach replied.

“Exactly.” She gloated.

“Dominis Est Proquis Singularum.” Boss interjected.

“Good boy. You speak for him, yes 7’ She queried.

“Absolutus.” Boss proclaimed. “Ie Est Veritabulus.”

“Then so be it.” She conceded. “Now what do you believe ?”

She poked around the warrior’s neck.

“Ah, the cord of ANHUR. Warrior est . Dangerous spemen. Even a
noble warrior capable of killing, Yes.”

She walked over to Preach and released one of his hands.

“Now you feed friends, yes.” She instructed.

“But how ?” He began.

“You find way.” She said threateningly. “or they starve.

Then she walked out .

Preach struggled to move himself and the heavy pot, bowl and
spoon and feed his comrades. Repeated attempts to untie himself
did not work. It was a long and difficult task to feed them with one
hand free and no legs. He managed to intone a prayer over each
one and completed the magical ritual of healing.

Only once each day did their hostess bring them food. Her small
winged servant collected the bowl and spoon.

“Who are you 7" Preach asked, the next day.

“Garishamal. I have said .” She told him.

“What are you ?” He demanded.

“T am half and half , and yet I am half and half.” She chuckled.
“But which half is which ?”” Shorty put in.

“Funny man.” She glowered at him. “Not like funny men.” She
bared her two inch fangs at him.

“I am impressed.” Said Shorty. “Loose these bonds and I'll take up
dentistry.”

“Don’t antagonise her.” Said Red “She did save our lives.”

“How ? By not killing us ?”” Shorty declared.

“Should have. Maybe should have.” She considered. “Still could.
Maybe still could. “

“Yeah maybe.” Said Cat. “But not certainty.”

“You tied up.” She pointed out. “What you do ?”

“Not tied up.” Said Angel. “Make friends.”

Angel threw her bonds on the floor and stiffly moved to a
comfortable seated position.

“How you do ?” Garishamal said, irritably. “You bad girl. Naughty
prisoner. Not untie ropes. Must not.”

“I’'m sorry mummy. I didn’t mean to.” Angel whined.

Garishamal looked perplexed.
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“Garishamal not stoopid . Not treat like fool . I not your mother.
You be in big trouble.” She pouted.

“But why ? I only want to be friends.” Angel implored.

“No friends for Garishamal.” She insisted. “Garishamal alone.”
“Then untie us and we will go.” Angel pleaded.

“You not see where Garishamal live. Must not I say.” She railed.
“You can blindfold us. Lead us back to where we were. We won’t
trouble you again. We promise.” Angel bargained.

“Maybe.” Garishamal considered. “I think. I tell. Soon I tell. Now
you must tie up again, please.”

“But why 7’ Angel began.

“No argue. No fight. Not safe. Lie on belly, Now !” Her tone
brooked no argument. “Hands behind, Now.”

Her sprightly assistant swooped out of nowhere and began tying
Angel’s bonds once more.

“Make good this time.” His mistress shouted. “Or Bashmosh not
eat one week.” Then she left, followed shortly by her fiendish
friend.

“What was that half and half stuff ?”” Boss asked.

“That’s easy.” Angel boasted. “She’s a half orc and half spemen
and she’s a witch doctor , sort of half cleric and half mage.”
“How do you know ?”” Asked Preach.

“She’s obviously a cleric, from the holy symbol and the altar over
there and some of the things she has in here but she has a familiar.
Our friend with the wings. I know it’s her familiar because that’s
one of the spells I know and normally”

“Clerics don’t have familiars.” Preach completed.

It was the first time that Angel actually intimated that she was
herself a mage, though the rest had probably assumed that from the
start.

“You’re still only guessing.” Cat pointed out.

“How much do you want to bet 7’ Angel challenged.

“It’s of no consequence what she is.” Cat argued. “When you had
your hands free you should have untied us all. We could have
escaped.”

“Maybe.” Shorty agreed. “On the other hand we might all be dead.
Any bets Bashmosh is always watching us.”

“Who ?” Asked Red.

“Bashmosh !” The others cried out in frustration.

“The winged terror.” Shorty elucidated.

“We don’t know how powerful Garishamal might be. I wouldn’t
take a familiar until I became powerful enough to handle it.” Angel
cautioned.

“Why is that ?”” Shorty enquired.
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“I can’t give away trade secrets. Lets just say that there are
inherent dangers in taking on a familiar.” Angel said evasively.
“So you have this spell which is totally useless to you.” Cat
observed.

“I might use it. When I am more sure of my powers. After a few
more years training.” She excused.

“But it’s useless now.” He pressed.

“Yes.” She admitted, reluctantly.

“And how many spells do you know?” Cat enquired.

“Now that would be telling.” Angel refused to reply.

“Come on. We want to know how good a mage we’re teamed up
with.” He insisted.

“I don’t ask you how few inches you’ve got.” Angel said
indignantly.

Red sprang to her defence.

“Yes Cat, let’s not start questioning each others’ abilities.
Remember how she made that giant lobster let go of Shorty.”
“Remember he was stupid enough to let it grab him.” Cat
criticised.

You wait ‘till the next time you’re in trouble.” Shorty warned.
“You need help, ever, I’'m gonna look the other way.”

“The feeling’s mutual, Bimbo.” Cat proclaimed.

“Quit it you two. We can’t afford this kind of foolishness.” Boss
pointed out.

“Our very lives depend upon our working together.” Preach told
them.

“No.” Said Cat, flatly. “Our lives depend on a demented half orc
and an imp that likes to bite people.”

“Thank you brother for those kind words of encouragement.”
Shorty chuckled. “And Angel. Thanks for making that beast
release me that time. You probably saved my life.”

“ ‘Twas nothing really.” Angel disclaimed, modestly. It was only
the second time she had ever caste a spell in earnest need. The first
had been several days ago with the farmer. He was intent on
screwing the adventurers for all they had. Standing behind the men
Angel had caste a friends spell upon him. That was why she was
able to barter his price down so well. When she was away the man
reverted to type until Preach Commanded him. Angel had tried to
keep her magical powers a secret. After all she was really with a
bunch of strange men in a frightening wilderness. If they were
unsure what she could possibly do to them they would be less
likely to turn on her. Now they knew of her shocking grasp spell.
That might make them wary of her.
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“All in all girl, you’ve not been very useful.” Cat critiqued. “If you
can do more please do so.”

“Let’s not get into who’s useful and who’s not, mister last into
battle.” Shorty derided.

“Yes , let’s not, shall we.” Boss pleaded.

Once again Preach was left to serve up lunch and he did more
healing on those who were most in need. At this rate the whole
party would soon be in quite good shape again.

The next time that Garishamal visited she spoke decisively.

“Me troubled. Me make deal. Strike bargain. Yes.”

“What kind of bargain ?”” Boss was interested.

“You kill my enemy. I let you go free.” She proposed.

“Kill who ?”” Boss asked.

“Kill minotaur. Mighty beast. Him hunt down poor Garishamal.
Try to kill her. You kill him. Yous go free.”

“How do we know this minotaur deserves to be killed ?”” Cat
demanded. “He might be a good guy.”

“We’ll take her word for it.” Boss stated. “and since when were
you ever concerned about what was right ?”

“T ain’t gonna be taken for no fool.” Cat declared.

There followed much debate and negotiation which I don’t wish to
bore you with, resulting in a reluctant agreement upon compliance.
Boss’s surprising support for the proposition was because he knew
something of Garishamal’s true disposition that the others didn’t.
She had spoken to him in words of worship, Words that he
believed she could not possibly have known unless her heart was
true. He believed that she was not evil, just naturally cautious of
her own security. After all she survived almost alone in a very
dangerous neck of the woods.

Besides Boss had heard many stories and legends of minotaurs and
, so far, had never heard of the existence of a good one.

She had them all tied up in a line.

“This how it works.” She said “I lead you to big chamber. You go
with Bashmosh. Find minotaur. Kill minotaur. You come back. I
keep woman here. You no come back, she die. You kill Bashmosh,
she die. You understand ?”

“We understand.” Boss told her.

“How will she know ?” Cat said cryptically.

“Don’t try anything please.” Angel warned. “She will know.”

“I will know.” Said Garishamal. “Have ways. I will know.”
Bashmosh led the rest of them away and untied them further on.
Angel stayed behind with Garishamal.

“Which one you love ?”” Garishamal asked.

“I don’t love any of them.” Angel stated, almost without thinking.
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“I know better. You fight with them. You hurt, they hurt. They
hurt, you hurt. Must love them all a little, can’t help it.” She
espoused.

Angel thought about it. Perhaps Garishamal was right, even Cat,
who was repugnant and annoying, she felt for him when he
suffered. Inconceivable.

“I don’t love any of them.” She protested. “We haven’t been
together long.” She added, perhaps as an excuse. She didn’t want
her hostess to think her unfeeling.

Garishamal nodded her head and sat silently for a while.

“Which one you like best ?”” She prompted.

“Oh really, Garishamal. You weren’t supposed to torture me. That
wasn’t part of our agreement.” Angel grumbled.

“See. You do love them, or one of them.” Garishamal observed.
“Nonsense.” Said Angel, perhaps too vehemently.

“Then tell me. Which one you like best.” She insisted.

“Shan’t .” Angel said stubbornly.

There were things happening deep inside her that she didn’t want
to acknowledge and certainly didn’t want to admit to. She couldn’t
deal with them and thought to hide them even from herself.

“So which one do you like best 7 Angel asked, falteringly.

Was she seeking a second opinion ?

“Ah !” Said Garishamal, knowingly. “Big one is funny. Muscley
and funny. Boss man is good and likeable and handsome. One with
hair like flames”

“Red” Angel supplied.

“Yes, Red. He sym...pathetic” She said struggling over the larger
words. “and calm and dip...lomatic. Priest , he like all priests,
pious and respe...ctful yet dark inside. Other is we love to hate,
hate to love.

Still we love. Love for danger in them. Gets juices going to fight
with them, be abased by them.” Garishamal nodded and smiled to
herself. She was satisfied with her own appraisal of them.

Angel was astonished at her perceptiveness, but something else
struck her as well.

“You like them all don’t you !”” She blurted out.

“I lonely female and frus...trated. One want me I cling to him.
Treat like king. Look at me. Only half woman. No man rock with
me. They look, see only half -orc. Ugly I am to their eyes.
Repulsive. Male orcs, I hate them and them me.”

Angel suddenly felt sorry for her captor, who faced a whole
lifetime of loneliness.

“You take advice. You pick one man of these. Love and cling to
him. He rock with you every night. Please you up good, yes.”
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Angel blushed at this.

“So which you choose.” She challenged.

“Garishamal. There are other men in the world.” Angel pointed
out.

“Not in my world.” The wikka confided. “You think to meet other,
better. You wait, miss this chance. S’pose you wrong. No one
comes later. Tomorrow you like me. You not beautiful, not
desirable. You gather while you can. Not wait. Not miss. Not live
like me.”

Angel was ashamed of her youth and beauty and good fortune and
full of misgivings for the future.

MINOTAUR

Bashmosh stopped them. “It’s time.” He hissed.

He untied them. Boss first and then Red and took off their
blindfolds.

“You go on.” He said, nervously. “I wait back there.”

He left them to untie the others. “You tie up all or I not lead you
back.” He called back to them.

They waited a while for the feeling in their hands to return. In a
small pile behind them was a minimum of equipment. Lantern, oil
and a hand weapon each.

“I hope this thing ain’t far.” Cat proclaimed.

Almost immediately a dark shape emerged from a tunnel a little
way ahead, bellowed and, head down, charged , hitting Shorty
with its long horns, it tore into him and knocked him to the ground.
With a human torso and the head of a great bull this thing was
massive, making even Shorty look like a dwarf in comparison.

Minotaurs are renowned for their strength, their toughness and
their savage skill in battle. Yet it was simply outnumbered. No
matter how it turned, there were always people in front of it and
others behind. It could not fend them off in all directions at once.
Preach whacked it with his mace and Cat thrust his sword into it.
It struck Red a nasty blow with one horn but sword thrusts came at
it from all sides. Preach hit again with his mace and Cat and Red
skewered it with their blades. The minotaur went down.

“It didn’t give us a chance to refuse to fight it.” Said Preach, as he
began to tend Shorty’s wounds. “I guess Garishamal must have
been right to fear it.”

“Among fishermen there is a tale of another kind of minotaur. One
which plies the seas. They are said to be more civilised than this
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beast and yet extremely dangerous when roused.” Shorty
recounted.

Shorty and Red both shored up, Boss tied up the others and led
them to where Bashmosh was waiting. He tied up Boss and took
them back to Garishamal. There they were blindfolded and taken
on.

After a meal they were again tied and blindfolded and escorted
back to where they had been picked up. They took their leave of
the pair.

“I would like to come back and visit you someday.” Angel plied.
“But how will I find you ?”

“You come this far Bashmosh find you. He very good scout.”
Garishamal said, noncommittally . “But I may soon have to move
from here. Getting too busy, too dangerous.”

“Think well on what I have said.” The strange lady shouted as they
walked away. “much food for thought have I now.” She muttered
to herself.

CHAPTER FIVE FURTHER AND DEEPER

Further and further, deeper and deeper they travelled. On and on
they went, like this style of writing.

“How can you be sure we’re going the right way 7 Cat demanded
of Preach.

“I told you. I keep seeing places like the ones in my dreams.”
Preach explained.

“Seen any lately ?”” Cat goaded.

“Now that you mention it, not many.” Preach admitted. “But why
would my god fail to direct me 7”

“To see if you are worthy, and what happens to us if he decides
that you are not ?” Cat scorned him.

“In the name of all the gods, be quiet back there, before you bring
a pack of goblins upon us !” Shorty demanded.

“or the wrath of the gods, perhaps.” Cat replied.

They entered a cavern which was very large, stretching far beyond
the range of their meagre lantern light. The roof , barely visible,
was hung with a myriad of stalactites. They had seen a few such
things in their travels so far but nowhere seen so many and on such
a large scale. Some were very large, others were tiny.

The floor stretched before them smooth and there was not a sound
of dripping water anywhere to be heard. Not being geologists, none
of them noticed these anomalies, or else they thought nothing of
their portents.
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“This is a great place for an ambush.” Cat declared.

“What’s eating you now, Cat ?” Shorty asked.

They spoke in whispers, as people do in such places, but their
whispers carried far across the caverns.

“We get in the middle, no idea what’s on either side, or ahead or
behind. Could be a thousand goblin archers lining the walls. We
could be seriously dead before we knew what hit us.” Cat
explained.

“What do you suggest we do ?7”” Boss queried.

“Stick to one wall.” Cat suggested. “That way we can’t be
completely surrounded.”

“He has a point.” Red supported.

“Alright. Are we agreed ?” Boss asked.

Everyone nodded. When they woke up they continued their
journey, sticking close to the left side wall.

PIERCERS

Stalactites began to fall from the roof. Three barely missed Boss,
Cat and Preach but one hit Angel. She cried out in pain and shock.
It struck her like a falling rock but then it pierced her and seemed
to be sucking the life force out of her.

“Get it off me !” She shrieked.

This was the first time that she had panicked and sounded like a
whimpering woman. The event was so unexpected and the attack
felt so strange.

Everyone attempted to hit the creature. It was left to Red to hit it.
He deftly chopped the bulk of it away, leaving a small residue
embedded in Angel’s flesh. She felt the drain on her fade away as
the monster’s life force declined.

However, they were not out of trouble. More of the beasts were
falling and those already on the ground were also attacking. One
hit Cat, a minor injury, but it had begun to feed on the wound.
“Let’s get out of this chamber.” Cat shouted. “We can get rid of
these later.”

With the assailant sticking to his leg, he hobbled on, not knowing
how far the chamber reached.

The thing on Cat’s leg did not have strong purchase and fell out ,
leaving a bleeding, open wound.

Three more of the fell beasts rained down from above, none
finding its mark. Ones already on the ground could move only
slowly and were soon left behind. Preach pounded on one with his
mace as it narrowly missed him. The creature’s hard casing
ensured that it took little damage from this.
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They reached the end of the chamber. The horde of attackers were
all behind them.

Angel looked back.

“If we had been in the middle we’d have been targets for many
more of them and much larger ones.” She observed.

“She’s right.” Red agreed. “and who knows how much damage
they would do ?”

“Garishamal, perhaps.” Boss put in. “We could have asked her
what to expect of this place.”

“But we didn’t did we ?”” Cat pointed out. “So how about
bandaging my leg, someone.”

Preach bound up Angel’s wound and Cat’s. Then they had a rest, a
meal and moved on.

What greeted them in the next chamber was a wonder to behold.
The air was increasingly hot and humid. Water seeped and oozed
and dripped everywhere. There were genuine stalactites with
stalagmites growing up to them. Some combination of moisture
and warmth made the place a haven for life. There were green
glowing plants encrusting everything. The walls, the floor and even
the ceiling were covered in a green carpet. The glow of these
plants was just bright enough to see by but not bright enough to
cast shadows. It was like a very dim, eerie, green coloured
moonlight. In the midst of these low plants stood numerous
mushrooms of various sizes. Tiny animals crept warily around,
eating these or scraping the caves surfaces clean of the
phosphorescent mosses and algae. This left numerous darker
splotches and fine trails in the weave of this amazing tapestry.
“Welcome to the underdark.” A voice sounded faintly inside Cat’s
head. He looked at the others first for the source of the voice.
“What 7 He asked.

“What, what ?” Said Preach.

“Who said that ?”” Cat demanded.

“Preach said it.” Shorty pointed out.

“No. You klutz, not that.” Cat grumbled.

“It was me.” The voice in Cat’s head proclaimed.

“Who ? Where are you ?”” Cat demanded.

The others looked at him suspiciously.

“He’s flipped.” Said Shorty.

“Sh ! Cat shushed, vehemently.

“Purr !” Shorty baited. “Living up to your name eh Cat ?”

“Shut up, you dolt. Don’t you hear anything ?” Cat railed.
Everyone fell silent. For a moment , at least.

“If I show myself, promise that you won’t attack me.” The voice
demanded.
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“Anything. Yes, anything you say, just get out of my head.” Cat
pleaded.

“Very well.” Said the voice. “But remember what you have
promised and know that I can know your thoughts. I can attack you
inside and you are helpless to stop me. Tell them not to harm me or
I will fry your brains.”

“OK ! OK !” Cat agreed. “T’ll tell them but just let me be. Listen
guys. There’s something in here. Something very dangerous. It has
the power to mess with people’s heads. It says if we attack it 'm a
goner.

So don’t make any false moves. OK.” He pleaded.

“Sounds like a bargain to me.” Shorty joked.

“You’ve got to promise me you won’t mess with this thing. I mean
it.” Cat panicked.

“Whatever you are, if you can hear us, we mean you no harm.”
Angel spoke out. “Show yourself. We won’t attack you.”

“Even if I am hideous to you ?”” A voice rang out in Angel’s head.
Angel paled visibly.

“Oh my goddess. Mighty ISIS what is this 7’ She exclaimed.
“Calm down.” She told herself. “It’s some sort of spell. I don’t
know what, but something.”

“Not you too !” Shorty exclaimed.

“Hush.” Angel said, gently. “There is something trying to
communicate with me.”

“Very well, oh mighty being. We all swear that we will not seek to
harm you, unless you attack us first.” Red proclaimed.

PSEUDODRAGON

From the dark recesses of a cavern far ahead came signs of
movement. There emerged a creature about three feet long from
nose to tail, with half of that length being a long thin tail bearing a
nasty looking spike at its end. The beast was as dragon like in form
as anything they had seen or imagined. It had small leathery wings
folded over its scaly back.

“What business brings you to my home?” It asked Cat, mentally._
“We’re just passing through.” He blurted out, startled. “I thought
you weren’t going to pick on me.” He added in complaint.

“Very well. You may go. Pass through now.” It instructed.

Cat strode, bravely, past the diminutive creature and out of the
chamber.

“What business brings you to my home ?” It projected mentally to
Angel.

“We’re guarding this priest on a holy quest.” She stated truthfully.
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“Tell me more.” It prompted.

“To recover a holy relic.” Angel added.

“Hey, don’t say too much.” Preach warned.

“Why not 7 The tiny dragon demanded of the priest.

“How do we know that we can trust you ?”” Preach asked.

“You don’t.” The dragon noted. “But do go on with your story.”
“Why should I ?”” Preach demanded.

“Do you want to pass ?” It questioned.

“Most assuredly I do.” Preach assured it.

“Then do go on.” It encouraged.

“I had a dream.” The priest began. “In which I saw the orb stolen
and a priest murdered and the creature which did that evil deed
came here.”

“How do you know ?” The tiny tyrant asked.

“I have seen this place in my dream and the chamber with the
pointed rocks in the roof. That pink column I remember rather
well.” Preach told.

“I bid you all good day and good luck on your quest, master cleric,
but be warned, do not try my patience too often. I will allow you to
pass this way again when you leave this place and that is all.” It
said ominously.

“You speak boldly for so small a creature.” Preach observed.
“Don’t antagonise it.” Angel counselled. “Mustn’t endanger our
mission. “

“We quake in fear before you, oh diminutive one.” Shorty bust out.
“Go now to meet your fate, oh great warrior.” It contacted him, in
similar spirit.

“What do you know of our fate ?”” The big man asked.

“Only this. You shall meet with giant rats before long. These are
my usual prey, in a chamber over there.” He informed. “Try not to
kill too many of them or I shall go hungry.”

“Small dragon.” Boss spoke out. “Have you seen a creature pass
through here carrying an orb, a sort of round ball thing ?”

“I know what you mean.” It replied. “But no. I have never seen
such a thing. Nor do I wish to. Leave now. I grow weary of your
conversation.”

It withdrew from their path and took on the colour of its
surroundings. It was indeed hard to see, except for those who had
seen its arrival.

They egressed. They found Cat seated in a green lit tunnel beyond.
“Fine one you are, afraid of a friendly little fellow like that.”
Shorty taunted.

“I don’t like anything messing with my head.” Cat excused.
“Fraidy, fraidy, fraidy.” Shorty teased.
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“Let’s not start feuding shall we.” Red cautioned. “Time enough to
fight if we get out of here alive.”

“Giant rats up ahead.” Shorty announced. “It told me.”

“How many ?” Boss asked, worriedly.

“Never asked.” Shorty replied.

“Well it’s a good job your name ain’t Smarty.” Cat criticised.
“PFraidy, fraidy, fraidy.” Shorty called out again.

It brought home to Cat just how young were the people he had
chosen to go adventuring with. Preach was nineteen, pretty mature
really. Boss eighteen. Angel, Red and Shorty were all tender
fifteen year olds, vintage 61, since the year was now 44,876 in the
Finlan’s Island Reckoning, abbreviated to FIR by custom. In a
sense the name was wrong, since the calendar was struck and
maintained by the great sphinx, who resided upon that isle. By
rights the year was in the reckoning of the Sphinx. Most spemen
don’t know that.

Cat at twenty three was a late bloomer and the veteran of the bunch
but, due to his slight stature, his age didn’t show, he was capable of
seeming as young as the rest of them.

Any way they settled down and returned to business. They moved
on.

They soon came upon a chamber in which the walls were pock
marked with small holes, tunnels and chambers, obviously rat
holes.

Boss came to a halt. “Let’s not hang around in here. We want to
get through this without having to fight hundreds of these things. If
we get through quickly, we may avoid meeting too many of them.
If we’re attacked form a defensive square and keep moving
towards the far exit.” He pointed towards the small black dot in the
distance, marking the far end of the chamber.

GIANT RATS

There were three rats visible in the chamber.

The party tried to slip by them unmolested.

The rats paused, noses in the air, turned and ran, squeaking and
squawking towards them. The group fended off their first attacks.
Cat and Red each killed a rat.

Giant rats were notoriously vicious and dangerous. Even none
adventures had heard stories about them, especially their tendency
to attack in huge numbers. This place was no exception. More rats
were summoned by the commotion. Eight more emerged from
various holes and from behind the cover of larger rocks and
mushrooms.
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Though they will eat almost anything, such 