Haplo’s contribution to the story quest

Part I


The streets were finally quiet.  She knew that the sun would peek its intrusive eye over the horizon in a matter of an hour or so, but this was the best time to work.  The bars would be getting rid of any and all that still drank or slept on their tables and the streets would again liven, even though in a stupor, with people once again.  Before that happened, was the time for her to use her gifts.


Elven heritage aside, Vertinka had trained long and hard at becoming one of the best thieves this city had ever seen.  Not a trap could not be disarmed, a window or door opened that she had met thus far.  Even so, she did not take her charge lightly.  As one of the best the thieves guild could offer in this task, she knew that her prize would be well guarded.


She opened the small slender tube tucked into her belt and unfurled the parchment within.  “Why couldn’t they learn to write more legibly?” she questioned herself mentally. 
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The parchment was a crude.. no crude was being overly congratulatory to the author.  The parchment had been smeared and scratched at in some semblance of written text and a partial drawing of the inside of a dwelling.  Written in a text, which would take some time for the most learned sages to decipher, were the instructions issued to Vertinka by her employer.  “Steel the dragon eye and bring it to me.  It’s located in the Lord’s strongbox at the foot of his bed.  He is a light sleeper, and must not know who took the item.  Bring it to me and get your reward,” it barely read but she knew what was required here.


Replacing the parchment into the map-case, Vertinka stepped from the shadows to cross the street and fully inspect the area for eyes that might be watching.  Sure enough, she saw them!  She knew they’d be watching from some vantage point for she had told them that this would be the night.  It wasn’t always safe to let anyone know that a job was to be performed at a given time for then either eyes or ears would be upon you.  In her case, she didn’t seem to care.  She knew they would not interfere and certainly would not have let word of this task leave the gloom of the sewers.  Vertinka stopped and stared directly at the eyes that watched her from a raised sewer grate.  Noticing the stare the grate lowered and closed without a sound.  “Strange how quiet Goblins can be when they want to be,” she thought to herself.


Satisfied by her study of the street that any eyes upon her work were long since closed and sleeping, Vertinka pulled herself into the doorway of the awaiting charge.  Pulling a small silk pouch, tied with black silk ribbon out from a concealed pocket in her jacket, Vertinka undid the knot and pulled out slender tools all the while studying the locking mechanism on the door.  It was certainly well within her skills, but she silently congratulated the owner’s choice in locks.  Only a tinker-Gnome could have made this lock.  It certainly would keep most kender’s she knew, out of his house, but not this thief.


Using the dexterity granted her by her elven birthright, Vertinka quickly had the lock unfastened and was inside the door closing it gently.  Noticing that in closing the door all the way, the lock would re-engage, she slipped one of her fine tools into the door jamb preventing the door from fully closing yet appearing closed to any who gave a cursory look.  It would not have done at all well, if a second rate thief, seeing an open door, happened to take his or her chances while Vertinka was still within.

Deftly replacing the packet and tools in her jacket, Vertinka studied the first floor of the abode.  The map didn’t do the premises any justice at all.  While most Lords and Ladies in Althainia had their own homes, these were meager compared to what was laid out before her.  Overly decorated and abundantly furnished was all that could come to her mind.  Perhaps tacky came to mind as well.  There was much more here for the taking than just a silly glass eye.  But she was a professional, she would take what she was hired to take… on this visit!

Taking a quick glance out a partially covered window in the direction of the sewers, she was sure she was being watched again, though could do nothing about it.  She stepped tentatively towards the stairs.  “Oh, how stupid the rich,” she laughed in her head.  The rooms were all covered in plush carpeting including a runner that went all the way up the stairs.  The carpeting would mask even the clumsy thief’s footsteps and Vertinka was no clumsy thief!  The second landing was gained without so much as a stir from the house.  The second floor was of an open concept.  In the owner’s conceit, he had made his personal room the entire second floor of the home, and there was her target.  A large heavily bound chest sat at the foot of this Lord’s overly stuffed bed. 

Vertinka’s tricks were probably what assisted her in becoming a grand thief and she drew out a small cylindrical tube open at both ends.  She raised the tube to her mouth as she pulled the hollow glass dart from within and from the side of her mouth.  Positioning the dart into the tube with her tongue she gave a quiet puff into one end firing the dart into the buttocks of the sleeping Lord.   He only stirred enough to role over and break apart the filled compartment within the dart.  He would not be waking up any time soon even should an army descend upon the city.  Her own private stock of sleeping potion never goes to waste.

The chest was all that stood in her way!  Another superbly crafted lock held the chest closed though this one, she noticed, was supplied with an interesting set of traps.  No one to be out done by a challenge, Vertinka quickly tied off the dart trap but the other was going to take some thinking.  A magus had placed a ward of some kind upon the lock.  Not knowing the mystical arts as well as perhaps she should, she neither knew the ward’s intent nor how to disarm such a thing.  Perhaps this eye was worth something after all.  Secure in the fact that if an alarm should sound the Lord would not awake, she was willing to take a chance with the spell.  Stepping behind a dressing screen, Vertinka pulled out a small pebble and tossed it upon the lock.  Nothing seemed to happen, so the ward was not an explosive device triggered by touch.  Perhaps this was just a trick of the Lord’s own devising.  Vertinka, thinking her time in the house growing too long for such an easy task went to work on the innards of the lock.  Just as the lock popped open she knew the folly of her ways.  A magical mouth appeared above the bed and started spewing out the words, “Thief in the Lord’s bed chamber. Thief in the Lord’s bed chamber.”  On top of this loud barrage, a continual light spell upon the lock lit up the room as bright as day!  “Thank the heavens I thought of that dart,” she thought to herself covering over and eliminating much of the light by slipping the lock under the blankets covering the bed.  

* * *

With the chest now open it was just a matter of pulling out the eye, as there was no way Wensworth was going to wake up.  But Vertinka didn’t know there was another in the household and Gruny was not too happy to be awoken from pleasant dreams about large ugly women, on account of a thief.  Knowing his Lord to be well skilled in the arts of war and combat, he was not too worried about his Lord’s safety until realizing that he had not dismissed the magical mouth.  Grabbing a hold on the large stone dagger kept under his bed, Gruny made his lumbering way up to the main floor to see what was the matter and to quickly teach this thief a lesson before the guards came to take what was left of him to the dungeons.

* * *

Cursing out loud, Vertinka dug through the chest and found a small jewel covered box.  Opening the unlocked box she beheld the smooth ebony ball known as the dragon’s eye.  Pocketing the eye and standing she heard the heavy footsteps approaching the base of the stairs.  These steps were not so light to be a thief and not even light enough to be human.  There was a servant or a guard beneath her feet!  She launched herself to the window and opened the glass enough to step out to the sloping roof.  Just as she pulled her second foot from the house she heard the gutteral voice of perhaps an ogre, “Stop there you little thief!  I see you.”

Never having been caught before, she didn’t revel in the sensation now and shimmied down to the road below.  Taking off into the dark, she caught site of that opened sewer grate and heard voices from within the tunnels.  Knowing she would not hide well in the openness of the streets in daylight, she popped her self into the sewer.  The grate closed silently behind her and she was gone from the waking eyes of the street.  

Part II

The Grunting Boar inn was busier than usual.  An adventuring party had come into town with a grand find and was spreading the wealth among the patrons buying everyone drinks.  As word spread about the dirty common streets around the market place, beggars and vagrants came in to partake of the riches an scammed a few coins and hence a meal and a drink or two from this group.  The well-worn seat along the bar was still empty though when a diminutive, only in height, dwarf stepped into the bar.  The commoners who knew him quieted down and found other things of interest in the bar.  Stepping up to ‘his’ stool at the bar, highly polished perhaps from his overly frequent and long visits, Stump had his first drink waiting for him.  Downing this one in but a moment, the barkeep knowing Stump perhaps better than his own family due to the frequency of his visits, had his second drink on the bar and pouring his third.  Raising the second mug for the downing, a little slower than the first, which was just to whet his whistle (for all dwarves know you can’t really drink a mug of ale unless your throat is already wet with ale), a burly warrior stepped up to the new arrival to make sure he was getting his free drinks.  Dropping a small glass of fire-breath before the dwarf he exclaimed, “Drink up, there’s plenty more where that came from.  Stop withs,” he slurred, “the weak ale, and try somefing a little harder!”  He concluded by slapping Stump on the back jovially.

There is an old saying which goes something like, let sleeping dragons lie, but there is an even more well known saying which goes something like, don’t interrupt a dwarf while he’s drinking!  Stump hated wasting the ale but it seemed the right thing to do, smashing his mug and its contents into the face of the stupid human that probably hadn’t heard either tale.  Crashing to the floor perhaps more from drunkenness than the broken nose he now sported, the barkeep called over one of his bouncers to remove the human lying on the floor.  “Here ya go Stump.  One on der house,” the barkeeper offered as he handed a fresh mug to Stump, hoping that this wouldn’t be another night of fighting and tomorrow another day of repairs to the bar.

Stump took the drink welcomingly, as he was still too sober to get into a really rowdy brawl.  It would be a little later and after a few more drinks before he decided whether tonight he was going to have some entertainment with his drinks.  Stump knew also though, that his coins were running a little thin, and though he loved to fight he was honest and paid for the damages he caused, or at least took the coins from the purses of those he’d fought with to pay for their share.  Stump swung around on his stool to take a general survey of the crowd this night.  He noted the increased density, due to the joviality of the group with the money, one of which was already lying in the gutters outside.  It seemed that big one might have been the one flaunting the money the most as the others of his group, dismayed by Stumps actions for sure, sat a little more quietly at the only large table in the place.  Several patrons whom Stump recognized were tossing their darts into the target board or tossing bones to win a couple of coins only to loose them again.  T’was as it should be, Stump thought to himself.

The door to the Grunting Boar opened then and a strange sight indeed did present itself, at least strange in these parts of the city.  A knight stepped into the room, bedecked in a shining breastplate of silver and a red cape about his shoulders, which took on a sheen of its own.  Behind the knight came a Lord of some repute in the city, Lord Wensworth followed as always be his servent, a half-ogre going by the name Gruny.  Stump knew these last two but had never had much to do with the knights of the city.  They bothered him, probably because they never bothered to drink much if at all, were always more interested in keeping their armor shiny than settling arguments with him over a good ole fashioned brawl and whenever he’d had too much to drink and was causing too much trouble they tended to gang up on him and toss him outside the city.  All were bad traits in his mind, knights wouldn’t make good dwarves.

Wensworth closed the door behind them and received a small copper hammer and a couple of metal nails from Gruny.  He then proceeded to tack up a piece of parchment to the inside of the door.  As he finished he handed the hammer back to Gruny and turned to speak quietly with the knight.  The knight strode to the fire place drawing all eyes as he made his way through the crowd.  “Greetings ladies (of which there really were none, the only woman in the bar was the serving girl and she was far from being a lady) and Gentlemen (similarly, there were no gentlemen that he addressed),” he continued bowing his head slightly to those in the room, “I am Denaard of the Knighthood.  I have been asked to address you as there has been treachery within the walls of Althainia this past night and perhaps you would be interested in its resolvement.”

Stump was intrigued even if it meant his attention would now be divided between his ale and this speech.  Denaard continued, “Lord Richard Wensworth,” motioning to the door, “has been grievously assaulted this past eve and has a rare item stolen from his household.  He has offered a reward for the return of his property and the capture of the thief which perpetrated the theft.  He will give 100 gold pieces for the return of his property,” pausing to judge the incredulous stares of the beggars and peasant farmers in the room, “and a diamond for the head of the thief or a rare blue diamond for the thief brought to him in chains.”

Everyone gasped.  No one in the room had ever seen a blue diamond except on those rare occasions they’d looked into the jewelers shop from the street.  None would have ever had cause to enter such a place let alone barter in gems with one of the richest men in the entire city.  But this Lord was here offering them all riches, which could feed them and their family easily for a year.  They turned to the Lord to see if this was some kind of a joke.  The Lord stood somber and frowning, assuring them to the heart that he wanted this thief badly and perhaps the property was not nearly as important as the capture of the thief as the reward suggested.

Stump finished his drink and walked over to Richard Wensworth, kicking out a chair next to a small table to insinuate that the Lord sit with him.  The knight left the fireside and stepped up to the small table, ample only for two.  The Lord nodded to the knight and the knight moved off to speak with any who might have questions about the thief or as was predicted, the reward.  Wensworth moved forward to take the chair as the Dwarf rather rudely sat in the pulled out chair for himself forcing the Lord to find another.  Gruny quickly pulled up a chair for the Lord and wiped its surface clean before the Lord sat.  Returning to the Lords back, Gruny eyed the Dwarf carefully not to let any know of what he did, mimicking instead as if he kept his eyes upon the floor.

“Greetings, Stump I believe it to be?” the Lord questioned.

“I’m derned well impressed, der Ricky,” offered Stump bringing a scowl to Wensworth’s face, “alrighty den, yer Lordship, no need frownen on mae.”


“You wish to speak with me then, I take it, seeing as you offered me a seat so graciously,” Wensworth grumbled.


Stump liked this one, not only could he get a little money for doing what sounded to be an easy task, but the Lord was going to make it fun, “Aye, yer in luck yer Lordship, I’ll find ye the thief, bring it to ye and den you can pay up and cover me bar tab for a week.”


“Do not forget the return of my property.” Wensworth corrected.


“Yes, yes, and what that be den that has you so worked up you come to the seedy side o’ town and don’t just go to yer knights and guards to find yer thief?” Stump was truly curious.  A Lord would not hire scum to track down scum unless there was no other choice.  This had the thieves guild written all over it.


Gruny quietly bent forward and whispered into his employer’s ear, “Do you think you can trust someone who frequents the Grunting Boar with that which was stolen?  Perhaps keep him in the dark a little longer.”


Wensworth raised his hand slightly from the table instructing Gruny to move back, which he did obediently.  “I got to get mae one o’ dem,” Stump chuckled at the obedience of the half-ogre behind the Lord’s chair.
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Ignoring the comment Richard continued, “I have had stolen from my home a family heirloom of little value to any but myself.  It goes by the name of the Dragon’s Eye, a large black opal, polished smooth by one of the best jewlers in the lands.  Though, you may think this gem worth something on the market I assure you it is not, there is an unsightly flaw along one portion of the sphere, which gives the stone its name.  A crevice of yellowish amber has, hmm, infected if you will, one portion of the stone making it look like the slit of a feline or lizards eye.  Bring me that stone and the thief, and the reward shall be yours.” 


Stump scratched his chin through his thick proud dwarven beard.  He nodded subtly to signify he would take upon the task of finding the Eye and the Lord smiled for the first time since entering the premises.  “Good,” Wensworth mentioned, “Denaard shall be your contact then.  He shall outfit you with what you need and shall assist you in finding this thief and bringing her to justice.”


“Her?  You know dis thief den?” Stump inquired.


Lord Wensworth rose, bowed ever so slightly and left with Gruny in tow.  Stump, somewhat stunned by the revelation that he would be hunting a female of some sort barely noticed the renewed presence of the knight Denaard.  The knight took a seat across from the dwarf at which point Stump snapped, “I ne’er gave you permission to sit with mae.  Dat be an honor to mae drinking folk.”


“Greetings, dwarf, my apologies for my inconsiderateness in joining your table.  Please, I ask for your forgiveness,” Denaard bewildered Stump with his words but continued, “I must relate to you, since you so graciously offered to assist Lord Wensworth, that which we know about this thief which made off with his prized opal eye.  It seems that an elven thief made off with a stone, which was amply locked within the Lords home early this morning.  We were hoping to find some brave souls whom could find this thief and bring her to justice quickly as we think she has not yet had time to make off with the stone.”


“So you’s know t’was an elfy and a female elfy at dat.  Well, mae’s to knowin’ none too many elfy thieves, dey too worried ‘bout keepin’ mae kin from takin’ der useless wood fer our burnin’.  Why ya think dis was who t’was and how you think mae be about findin’ her?”


“Well, good dwarf, we believe the thief has had help from the sewers,” getting the expected reaction from the dwarf, Stump spit upon the floor, unexpectedly though Stump’s aim was perfect and he hit the knights boot, “ ‘tisk’ Well, master Stump?” not entirely sure he heard the dwarf’s name correctly.  Stump nodded and the knight continued, “We were able to find these items which may be of some assistance.”


Denaard removed from a small folded cloth a finely crafted metal tool and the glass tip and some pieces of what remained of a tiny glass container.  Placing them within easy inspection to the dwarf, Denaard remarked, “These really are the only clues we have to go on; what looks to be a lock pick of some sort, and these pieces of glass, which were used as a dart to drug Lord Wensworth while he slept.  The solution, which was residual upon the glass, has been identified as a mild sleeping potion.  Finally, Gruny witnessed the thief taking to the sewers just as he reached the window the thief used as an escape.  And of course, as we have mentioned, the thief was a female elf.  Though, true your statements are about the Shalonesti tending to their forests in their worship of Zandreya, I believe this one is more likely one of those renegade Ka’vanth or Ka’that that are known as the dark elves, long since separated from the goodly Shalonesti.”


Stump inspected the workmanship of the lock pick; a dwarf smith likely could not have done better at crafting such a strong small strip of metal that sported tiny barbs at one end.  Placing the pick-tool back upon the table, Stump began to fathom a means by which to find this thief.  He so hated traveling in the sewers.  The last visit he had made down there ended with his falling through a mud hole on top of a pack of wererats.  They were none too happy neither with his landing nor with the swinging of his battleaxe afterwards.  But he was up to the task to be sure.

Part III


Flush backhanded a sniveling goblin standing too close, dropping the poor unsuspecting thing to the mud and dung covered street.  “Youz don’t tellz me she ain’t herez.  Youz go an findez herz insteadsss” he hissed out at the standing goblins before him.  They scampered off not wanting to enrage their leader and strongest among them.  Giving one healthy kick to the stomach of the goblin on the ground Flush stepped back into his drinking and eating at the sole bar in the stinking city of Dolund’ir.  How Flush hated coming into the city.  Goblins didn’t belong cowering under the city of Althainia living off their scraps; they belonged on top of the land, taking what they needed and destroying what they didn’t.  Flush lived by these precepts and kept his roving band of raiders, though many days and nights below ground in myriad tunnels and passageways that interconnected much of this continent, happy by feasting upon the bones of unwary travelers. On occasion they would raid upon the smaller communities like the Shire and their tasty plump halfling bodies or sometimes venturing to the valley elves and dragging underground an elven child.  Flush shoved away the gruel he’d been eating comforted instead by the thoughts of the next elven blood he could sample.  “The cook not preparing what would satisfy the Flush?”


Spinning around ready to pound anyone who would speak directly to this Goblin leader in the common tongue, Flush flashed his toothy and fanged grin, spreading his bulbous drooling green lips aside in recognition of his contact.  “Youz.. youz been here hourz go by.” Flush stammered in his grossly incomplete collection of common words.  Switching to the goblin tongue, knowing Vertinka to understand him, “Did you complete that job, missy?  I want that eye!”


Continuing to speak common, knowing how much the goblin hated listening to its words which flowed together much more completely than the chirps and grunts of the giant-kin languages, “Of course I have it.  Despite the entertaining venture, here is your dragon eye.”  Vertinka began pulling out the stone, which caused Flush to jump from his seat pushing her hand back into her pack.  


Flush shook his head in dismay looking around at all the interested eyes.  Not here, he motioned with his eyes.  He grabbed his serrated sword from next to his seat and walked to the street.  His companions had gathered outside looking dismayed at the beating they would surely receive for not finding the elf but then brightened as Vertinka stepped from the doorway.  The group took to the tunnels, goblins barking at other goblins as they vied for the commander’s attention.  Deep within the sewers and branching off into the first real tunnels to the north of Althainia’s city walls, the group settled down.  Flush eyed the group cautiously, then motioned for Vertinka to take out the stone so that he might see it.


As the stone broke free of the enfolding cloth that Vertinka had it wrapped in, the Goblins all gasped or sighed at its site.  Flush, taken aback by the site he got together enough courage to reach out for the stone.  Vertinka wagged a finger at him pulling the stone away.  “My payment” she insisted.


Flush growled, that after all this time waiting for the eye, he had to wait longer still to hold it.  “Herez youz monies,” dropping a bag which clinked as it hit the floor, “youz giz me der ssstonesss”


Vertinka tossed the stone to Flush grabbing the bag from the floor and started to move away.  She didn’t know why the goblins wanted the stone so badly as to part with what must surely be all their collected wealth, but she really didn’t want to find out but standing in their company while in possession of all their wealth either.  Vertinka’s skills allowed her to hide in the shadows quietly as the Goblins stumbled over themselves trying to look upon the stone.  Flush, after several well placed slaps and kicks to the green skinned beasts about him, gathered them up with some composure.  Speaking goblin to his band, “Now we have it.  Now we can summon Him.  Now Goblins can take over.  Now we will feast and He will have his fun.”

Part IV


Stump knew that with his hatred for goblin kind and the other beasts of the sewers, they were going to have to answer his questions or die at his hands.  He had no patience and no willingness to talk any more than was needed.  He had collected all he was going to need from the knight: a detailed map of the sewers told him where Wensworth believed the thief to make her escape, a couple of days of rations for he wasn’t about to feast upon anything he could hunt in the underdark, and a hollowed out horn filled to the brim with stout dwarven ale.  Along side these gifts, Stump carried his ever-sharp axe, and his dwarven crafted armor ready to see how much damage he could do to the wererats this time should he fall down the same shoot.


Dwarven perceptions heightened underground, and Stump’s perceptions, finely honed with a little ale in his belly, led him unerringly through the tunnels towards the more populated sections of these tunnels.  If someone down here was helping that thief, that someone probably had some goblin blood in him.  Stump made his way towards the buried city of Dolund’ir.  “Those sniveling goblins were in for a treat meeting mae again,” he pleasantly thought to himself.


Stepping from the revolting tunnels, Stump recoiled at the filth and stench of the goblin avenue he now stood upon.  Goblin commoners scurried away from him and he let them go.  He knew commoners and cowards such as they would hold no resources for his questions and no fun in battle either.  Stump moved closer to the center of the city in the hopes of finding at least an armed goblin or better yet one of their leader types who always wanted to pick a fight, which, he grimaced, was too alike himself.  Closer to the center of the goblin pathways they used as streets, Stump came to the putrid fountain these green skinned beasts drank from when too poor to buy a real drink.  The fountain spewed forth a yellow-brown substance, which might have been water.  Stump laughed inwardly as he noticed the top of the fountain was adorned with a urinating dwarf.  “How fitting,” Stump thought, and promptly relieved himself into the fountain.


“Hey, there,” came a shrill child-like voice, “That’s not very nice, you know.  Some of us have to drink from that thing.”


Stump turned to, what many would consider a child, chained in shackles and fastened to the wall just outside a store of some kind.  This dwarf wasn’t fooled though, for this was a Kender.  “I see the slave crop just isn’t what it used to be little thief.”


“Thief?  Where?  I’ll report them to the guards.  Oh, wait.  I don’t want to get the guards attention they might not like me talking to them like last time.  They got oh so mad at me.  All I did was tell them that they were probably the least prettiest things that I have ever laid eyes on with the exception of that one time I accidentally fell down that hole in the out house just before that giant ogre decided to use it, but they came very close to being that ugly too!  That wasn’t so mean, I was just being honest.  And you know, my pappy always said honesty is …” the kender spewed forth.


“Shut yer yap.  Yous the thief I see.  All kender are for mae reckoning.”


“Well, I never.  I’ve never been a thief in all my life.  I’ve been a slave, as you can see, and I’ve been a powerful warrior, and a baker, and oh there was that short time that I was a jeweler but that didn’t work out so well, then I was this big burly cow for a little while…  hmmm… no that was a dream.  But I wanted to be a cow!  So, what are you doing down here besides peeing in the water pool?”


Stump didn’t know how he should answer if waste his time at all.  Thinking about it though, this kender if he had seen anything at all, would likely be the only one to give him the information easily, and with it, if he could believe in it, Stump could leave these foul sewers.  Before he could put together his question though a burly goblinoid, perhaps a mix between a goblin and an ogre if there could be such a thing, stepped from the building the kender was chained to.  “Ssstayz away fer me dinner!” it hollered.


Stump didn’t care that the monstrous thing came at him with a spiked club above his shoulder, not to mention well above Stump’s own head, nor did he have time to waste with this thing.  As the goblin came in at Stump, the dwarf rolled to the side of the fountain.  The club came crashing in at the fountain.  Filthy water splashed up into the goblin’s face as his club broke the surface of the fountain’s murky water and temporarily blinded it.  Filthy water also splashed over Stump and this just enraged the little dwarf.  A quick swing of Stump’s battleaxe buried itself into the goblins ribcage.  A sickening crack could be heard over and above the goblin’s scream.  The goblin stumbled back a step or two, dragging the dwarf and axe with him, the axe was firmly lodged in the things chest.  The goblin fell dead just as two more of its kin extracted themselves from the slave-shop.  Tugging fiercely on his axe to get it ready, the goblins came in.  As they reached Stump the axe came free and Stump looked to the two goblins that came to a sudden halt and stared in horror.  They quickly turned and fled down different tunnels, slipping and sliding on the dung and mud, which always collected there.


Stump was at a loss and just stood there for a moment with his axe still raised above his head.  “Ewwwwww, would you look at that, I’ve never seen that before.  Who would?  Why, I think that is even uglier than that ogre’s behind and the stuff that came out of it!  Why yes, yes, that’s much uglier!” the kender commented, looking straight at the dwarf.


Stump started to become enraged again, this time at the kender, for his insults appear to be directed at him… until he lowered his axe.  Looking at his disfigured axe he finally realized why the goblins had run in such horror.  The axe was lodged so tightly into the goblin’s chest as it was hooked upon several of its ribs.  In Stump’s act of tearing the axe free, he pulled from the dead giant-goblin a large portion of his ribcage and torso!


Tearing the gore away from his axe, Stump looked at the kender.  “Listen ‘ere kender, I not bae wastin’ time on the likes o’you.  You seen a thief down ‘ere, a female elf she was, probably with some goblins, within the past day?”


“Oh, well... now that’s better.  I like it when people talk to be.  Why, hello there, mister goblin killing dwarf, I’m Tek.  You killed my master,” he said looking to the gore collecting around the dwarf as he cleaned his axe, “I guess that means I’m free or you are my new master.  Oh that would be nice, I’ve never been a slave for a dwarf before.  This could be fun!  Please, let me be your slave?  Oh, wait, as my new master I should do as you say” he said seeing the expression on the dwarf going from sour to worse, “Yes I did see an elf down here, not much more than a few hours ago, though who can really know time in a dark place like this, she left through the north tunnels with a large band of goblins.  I knew their leader too, Flush or Flash or Floosh or something like that.”  The kender eagerly held out his shackled arms to let the dwarf take control of his reins.


“Thanks kender.  You can stay here though I bae needin’ no slave and especially no kender slave.”


With that Stump headed towards the northern tunnels.  Tek didn’t think this was very fair and frowned as the dwarf stepped from the meager light near the center of town.  “I’m just going to have to show him how much he needs me,” Tek thought.  With nothing more than a flick of a wrist, Tek had the shackles dropping to the stone floor.  Running over to the gore soaked ground, Tek picked up a small belt covered in tiny pouches, fastening them to his waist, a small dirk which went into his boot, and then proceeded to remove a few gold coins from the goblins own personal belt.  Looking at the mess curiously, Tek then turned and bounded off to the northern tunnels.  “Oh, I didn’t even learn that dwarf’s name.  Well, I will absolutely have to find him now and ask him his name.  I’d have to know who to thank for saving me!  This shouldn’t be too hard either, after all he stinks just like that fountain back there.”

* * *


“Can you believe the ease at which he dispatched that giant thing?” Wensworth asked Denaard, both standing over a wizards scrying bowl, “Head out to the north of the city, I have a feeling the goblins have the eye now and if they know its use will be heading for G’harne.  Meet them there, before they can do anything with it.  If you find the thief with them, take her and save me having to pay that ignorant dwarf.”


“I shall do my best as always to right these wrongs against you, Lord.  As I will also do my best to bring those goblins and the thief to justice, otherwise they shall have to fight for their honor,” with which Denaard left to saddle up his steed.


“That fool knight, he’s going to go charging into something he doesn’t even understand, if those goblins have the key.  He’ll probably get himself killed in the process.  Oh, well.  As long as I get the Eye back.”

Part V


Flush led his band along a set of tunnels that they had traveled many times before.  They all knew that they headed to the north and the valley of the elves.  Many of them tripping over themselves in anticipation of a nice elvish stew.  It was bad enough that they had to deal with that thieving elf and didn’t even get a chance to cook her up, but now Flush was going to reward them for finding the Eye and get them some nice tender young elf to munch on tonight.


As Flush meandered through the tunnels at the lead of his pack of hunters, he held the Eye aloft letting it guide his thoughts.  Flush couldn’t comprehend what was happening to him but he did sense that the Eye was, in essence, speaking to him though not with words.  The Eye in most hands lies dormant, though when in evil hands of a person or beast with a simple mind the Eye tries and usually does take control.  The Dragon Eye led Flush with subtle hints of rewards, with each turn that he made correctly.  It was only by coincidence that this path also led closer to the elven homelands.


Flush, still at the lead, turned down an unused tunnel brushing through the dusty webbing of long since dead spiders.  The pack behind him halted, not quite understanding why their leader would suddenly turn the wrong way on a path they had used so many times before.  A brave, in goblin standards, warrior stepped quickly to catch up with Flush and stammered in goblin, “Why do we go this way?  The elves are not this way and you said before this way only leads to bad things.”


The Eye was not sure if it really was all of its doing or a combination of its insinuations and Flush’s own want for blood but before any more goblins could argue that the elves were waiting Flush slashed across with his barbed sword and took out most of this arguing goblins entrails with it.  “We go this way or you go his way,” Flush emphasized by shaking his gore-covered weapon.  To the one, all the goblins hooted and hollered there agreement that they should follow Flush down this new tunnel to where ever it might lead.


The Eye was pleased.

* * *


Vertinka found it very easy to follow the goblin trail.  Not only could she hear them plainly in the tunnels ahead of her, but they were making no effort to cover their fresh tracks in the mud of the tunnel floor.  Vertinka slowed as she rounded a corner.  She knew the goblins often raided the small camps that the valley elves kept north of Althainia.  In fact, she also knew that the elves had been getting smarter and posting guards and scouts about their valley thinking the attacks were coming from without.  She chuckled inwardly to herself at the foolishness of those elves her people had left behind so long ago.  Vertinka paused though, seeing that the band had left the well-used tunnels that headed further to the north and instead had headed east.  There was nothing east except a village of nomads.  Stepping from the main trail into the cavernous room beyond the tunnel opening, which led in this new direction, Vertinka saw the remains of the tribe’s second in command.  With a rough cut, its intestines had been ripped from its body.  Vertinka paused to think about the strike.  Only Flush could have done such damage but she had seen Flush fight before.  He never had the skill it would take to cleanly, if this could be considered so clean with the serrated blade that he preferred, kill in one strike.  Typically, Flush used his weapon much more like the clubs his kin tended to use.  It was almost as if someone more skilled in the use of a weapon guided Flush’s hand in this strike.  Vertinka pressed on.

* * *


Flush kept up his pace, causing the timid beasts following him to stagger along blindly through the darkened and unfamiliar tunnels.  All the tribe was beginning to wonder if their leader led them to their doom.  The tunnel started to rise slowly to the surface.  They knew they would be breaking through to the surface soon and also knew they were far to the east of their favored hunting grounds.  Flush pressed on though, even when the tunnel finally opened up to the starry sky, Flush didn’t hesitate and lifted himself to the air.  The others much less brave, and without the driving force of the Dragon Eye, poked their noses up partially to sniff at the air.  Not sensing anything other than the fresh night air and the stench of their leader, they moved to the surface.


The entire tribe, minus one, stood within a circle of stones.  At the center of the stone circle was a shelf of stone much like a table or an altar.  Flush moved to the altar with the Eye still in hand.  The goblin pack had respect for Flush.  He spoke and understood common, which the rest of them couldn’t be bothered to learn.  He understood and excelled at the hunt, leading them to more than twenty successful raids in the past year as their commander.  Once again, he may have surprised them but they trusted in his skill and intelligence over their own when he began to chant in a strange tongue.


The Eye spoke for Flush in an ancient language spoken perhaps at the time the Eye was created, “I call upon you forces of darkness, bring to me the spirit wraith so that its power can be brought back to this world so we can once again begin our reign of terror.”  


Vertinka had made the tunnel entrance as Flush started chanting.  She knew the goblin’s skills and could tell that this was not the goblin commander speaking.  Something in the Eye she suspected.  Perhaps a communion of sorts or some mage had control over the goblin through the Eye.  She couldn’t understand but she was curious and wanted to see more.  The chanting of their leader distracted the tribe and she had no difficulty stepping from the hole and hiding among the rocks of the circle.  
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The sound of thunderclouds in the distance gave a charge and volume to Flush’s chants and he moved toward the table with the Eye.  “Place me within the hole on the top of the table, and all the rewards shall be yours,” the Eye instructed Flush.  The Eye flooded Flush with mental images of the destruction and chaos that would follow, all apparently, at the hands of Flush.  He relished the feeling of power the Eye gave him and moved slowly towards the altar.

Part VI


Stump had an easy time finding the northern tunnel that the large goblin band had taken.  He was adept at tracking underground.  His whole life he had learned to read the signs in the stone and this was no difficult task as the goblin tracks led out clearly in the mud before him.  He also noticed though, that there was a pair of footprints, which were trying to hide themselves.  The prints stepped within tracks left by the goblins and twisted slightly so as not to leave a clear impression of the boot sole.  Stump suspected that this was the female elf that he sought.  Strangely though he could also tell that she didn’t travel with the main group but rather was a few steps behind them.  “No matter,” Stump thought, “I’m but a few steps behind her I suspect”


A whistling sound brought Stump about.  Someone was behind him in these tunnels and was not doing anything to hide their approaching presence.  Stump surveyed the area; the tunnel was just wide enough for him to get a good swing with his axe.  He would wait here for the intruder.

* * *


Tek was strolling about in the tunnels.  He too had no difficulty finding the tracks, though he told himself that he was really following the smell.  “That’s it, I’m a bloodhound,” he exclaimed, and then he howled down the tunnel in the direction of his prey.


Tek hid in the shadows as he crept along the tunnel sniffing here and there, until he caught sight of the dwarf a little ways down.  The dwarf had his axe in hand facing the little kender and appeared to be squinting into the depths of the tunnel.  Thinking that the dwarf saw something behind Tek, he turned and looked down the tunnel too.  Not seeing anything, Tek continued on closer to the dwarf.

* * *


Stump knew that the whistler must be close now, though he didn’t hear anything after that strange howling sound.  “Can you show me how to squint better, I really can’t see a thing down this tunnel,” Tek said to Stump, standing practically beside him in the tunnel.


Stump nearly had Tek’s head, if he hadn’t jumped so hard at the sound of Tek’s shrill voice that he practically dropped his axe.  “Oh, careful now, don’t want to be losing that nice axe, here, let me hold it for you.  I’ll keep it safely tucked away… oh my, you are a little pale.  Perhaps you ought to sit down for a minute.”


Stump virtually exploded upon the kender but couldn’t bring himself to do anything but stammer out a question, “What the heck bae the reason you sneak up on mae?”


“Oh, I wasn’t sneaking, I was following my new master to make sure he was safe.  You are safe now that I am here, you can be sure.  Oh, by the way, I can’t just be calling you master all the time you know.  What happens if someone asks me who my master was, I couldn’t very well tell him my master has no name?  What’s your name?  Hmmm?”


Stump didn’t know what to do.  He could kill the kender but that probably wouldn’t make him feel any better, he could try to shoo the little creep away but knowing kender he would just keep coming back but how else could he get rid of him?  Exasperated Stump said, “Mae bae Stump and you say you are mae slave?  Well slave, I have a job for you.  Bae as quiet as you can and lead mae to those goblins up ahead. Quickly.”


Tek practically burst out into tears and hugged the stout dwarf.  Thinking better of it, Tek beamed at his new master that he was given a better task than being supper and quickly turned around to follow the tracks.  “I’ll show him,” Tek thought, “I’ll be the bestest little slave anyone has ever had and he’ll never want me to leave.”


Tek led Stump unerringly to where the goblins had stepped from the hole.  Tek whispered to Stump that he was quieter and would go up and have a look around to make sure it was safe for Stump before Stump came charging out of the hole.  Stump couldn’t argue and in fact silently hoped the kender might stick his head up the hole and get it chopped off.  Tek disappeared up the hole and quietly stuck a little finger back into the hole for Stump to see.  The kender made the motions of pointing and then the hand disappeared.  Stump was at a loss.  Did that mean there was trouble that way or that the kender was heading that way?  Stump didn’t know and didn’t care.  The goblins were near and he wanted some exercise.


As Stump pulled himself from the hole he saw he was in a bit of trouble.  Goblins had noticed his extraction from the hole (no matter how hard dwarves try they never seem to be as quiet as kender) and had surrounded his position holding out their crude spears or held aloft their clubs.  Flush suddenly gave a squeal as he placed the stone into the top of the table.  All the goblins looked to their leader to see what might have made him make such a sound and Stump quickly took his chances and pulled the rest of himself from the hole.


Flush was rocked back upon his heals as the Eye partially released control of his mind and the stone was placed within the top of the table where it had wanted itself to be for so long.  The ground trembled as those thunderclouds had moved overhead and rumbled their enjoyment at the coming of the chaos.  A whirlwind of dust and leaves formed atop the altar and Flush found himself in agreement with everyone that further back from the table was the place to be.


Within the vortex, the strange group of onlookers: Flush and his tribe, a now not so hidden dark elf thief who had stood up from behind her shelter mesmerized by the spectacle, a stout dwarven warrior; saw the coalescing of dust, leaves, fragments of stone and mist coming together into the shape of a ghostly looking lizard.  Less affected by the strange event of this summoning, Stump looked around for Tek.  He was nowhere to be found.


“You have freed me,” the wraith form spoke to Flush, “Hence I do owe you, take the stone and we shall commence in the destruction of the lands,” knowing full well that this spirit needed a sacrifice to complete the summoning, it tried to coax Flush closer.


Flush stepped forward towards the table as the lizard-form stepped towards him.  The lizard was becoming more substantial as the leaves and stone fragments collected about its body.  So too, was it becoming more and more apparent to Stump that this thing was starting to look an awful lot like a dragon!

Flush started to realize too that he would have to come too close to this dracoform before he would reach the stone and backed off closer to his companions.  The Eye still called to him though, as though Flush was the only one here that could control it or that the Eye could control.


From the darkness about the ring of stone came a challenge. “Begone vile serpent.  Leave this realm behind or I shall dispatch of you hence forth with speed to the depths of Hell,” called out his challenge from atop his stallion.  Denaard had just made the circle at the time of the summoning and all his courage mustered to face of such hell spawn.  His whole life he had waited for such a test of battle.  Now the knight was here to save all those poor innocents and banish this demon.  


“Foolish knight, you think you can stop that which is already dead?  I have been to Hell and back and I bring you greeting,” with that the undead dragon breathed in the direction of the mounted knight.  From its open maw came spewing forth a multitude of black specs covering the front half of the knight and his horse.  It became clear that the small black marks landing on the knight were not the actual weapon but looking down upon his horse’s back and his own armored arms and legs he saw that they were alive.  Not projectiles but in fact spiders began crawling all about.  Spiders crawled all over the horse and knight and the horse reared unsure of what to do to be rid of this infection.  Denaard was thrown from his horse and landed heavily.  The stallion reared once again and galloped out of the clearing into the night.


Denaard regained his footing grabbing hold of a nearby rock and pulling himself upright, then began smacking at his arms and legs hoping to kill as many spiders as he could before they gained entrance to his armor.  All the spiders had disappeared though and the wyrm was left howling its glee at the knights mockery.


“Foul beast, trickery is afoot.  I challenge you then wyrm.  Feel the holy wrath of my sword,” and Denaard came in hard with his sword raised high.

* * *


Vertinka was at a loss.  She had never been interested in fighting foes from the nether realms.  She was more skilled at handling the lazy rich and petty thieves.  Her skills had been contained on those that had the full purse at the local pub or tavern.  But she knew that everyone here was going to have to try something to take down this unholy incarnation.  Drawing one of her finely balanced daggers and sure of her unerringly accurate aim, she threw the knife towards the beast’s head.

* * *


Stump almost laughed at the folly of the knight.  A beast like this doesn’t listen to words it only respects might.  Time for it for feel the edge of a finely crafted dwarven axe!  Unfortunately for Stump, the goblins had other ideas.  This beast was going to help them destroy that which they hated.  They were going to start with the dwarf before it led them on to greater things.


The goblins came in with club and spear.  Stump, the seasoned bar-room-brawler, had fought multiple opponents at one time, so a group of disorganized goblins didn’t worry him at all.  The dwarf went into a roll towards the closest attackers and took their legs out from under them, giving him a clear path to the next couple of goblins.  His axe whipped out in a wide swipe taking the head from one goblin and an arm from the other.  In his return swing he turned the head of the axe to the side and bashed the disfigured, but still alive goblin out of his way.  Running forward towards their leader who was still mesmerized by the call of the stone, Stump buried his axe into the unsuspecting goblin’s skull nearly cleaving the goblin in two.  Showing typical goblin loyalty all but two of the remaining goblins fled into the perimeter of the stone circle and beyond into the night.  Turning on the remaining two, one of the goblins loosed a spear.  Stump knew he’d not be able to dodge the thing and readied himself for the impact with his axe-head before him like a shield.  The spear tip shattered upon impact on the axe but the force knocked stump from his feet, many flying splinters digging into his exposed hands and face.


Standing quickly to charge into the weaponless goblin, the goblin gasped and stumbled to the ground, a dagger protruding from the center of its back.  The last goblin seeing the rage in the dwarf’s face combined with many rivulets of blood from the splintering spear was too much for it to take.  It dropped its club to the dirt and began to flee.  Stump had other ideas and whipped his axe, end over end, until it slowed in its flight passing through the goblin and embedding itself into a tree.  “Derned elves are gonna blame mae iffen that tree dies, poisoned o’goblin blood,” Stump thought to himself as he moved to retrieve his axe.

* * *


Denaard charged in with his glowing sword held up high.  The beast easily dodged the knight and Denaard went stumbling to the ground missing with his awkward swing.  The undead wyrm turned to come at the knight while it laid on the ground but it launched its head high into the air above itself as a silver tipped knife came whistling in.  The knife buried itself into the beast’s neck, just below its head.  Vertinka cursed the beast’s speed as she was aiming for its eye.  Giving the knight time to recover, Vertinka dropped from her perch and moved closer drawing her bow and knocking an arrow.


The wyrm reached up with its more completed hand and removed the blade from its neck.  The beast did not bleed from the wound.  Instead the wound closed up slowly as it let out a guttural growl.  “Fools.  Now its time to die,” the beast had formed wings now and it beat them rhythmically stirring up dust and debris, throwing it at the knight and the archer.  Vertinka had to hold her shot, as the wind would surely blow the arrow off course.  Denaard had to move in again though, pushing hard to get through the torrents of air.  Slicing with his sword across the beast’s chest leaving barely a mark.  These wounds also closed rather than bleeding.  Again and again, Denaard slashed at the dragon, fending off blows raining down from the beast own claws and bite.  In came an arrow followed by another, seeming to strike the beast a solid hit but then apparently the arrows were forced from the dragon’s body by its will and dropped harmlessly to the ground.


Stump had seen enough, time to show these youngins how a dwarf would deal with a beast like this.  In came Stump from behind the beast and buried his axe into the creatures back.  The beast took note!  Thus, for the first time, the beast actually appeared hurt.  He pulled his axe out easily as if pulling the blade from a pile of leaves, sure enough before the wound began to close, leaves, dust and bits of stone fell from the wound as if this were the dragon’s own blood.  “Betcha bae feeling that one worm,” Stump offered.


In reply the dragon lashed out with his tale, striking Stump solidly and bowling him out of the circle of stones.  “Are thee ready to taste my blade again, then wyrm.  Come, come and fight me then,” Denaard offered, thinking the ring of stones to be its power, moving out of the circle trying to bait the dragon.


Sure enough of its power though, the beast stepped from the inner circle and came on at the knight.  The knight braced himself for the charge, placing a foot against one of the outer ring of stones and held his sword aloft like a spear.  The dragon came charging right into the makeshift spear and the sword impaled up to the hilt.  The dragon howled in pain as the holiness of the sword burned the insides of the vile dragon.  The charge was not halted though and Denaard was crushed against the stone under the mass of the heavy undead wyrm.  Denaard’s broken body fell to the ground in a heap at the foot of the howling dragon.


Vertinka thinking the dragon was beginning to weaken dropped her bow and drew her short sword and dirk approaching from behind.  If the dwarf could make a hearty attempt at the thing’s back then this stealthy thief should be able to.  Diving upon its back both weapons struck repeatedly, deeply piercing what ever this beast considered its insides to be.  The beast noticed her only as a distraction and easily shook her free, but with that motion and its attention diverted while trying to remove the sword from its front, Stump was back chopping away at the beast’s tail, that weapon that bashed him away so easily. 


In a couple of powerful chops with the keen edge of his axe, Stump had severed the tail from the beast’s body.  Again some leaves and dust spilled from the wound but that wound closed, as did the many before.  Stump was beginning to lose hope.  Every attack except that last by the knight and his holy sword has resulted in nothing but knocking some stuffing from the undead beast.  Almost in frustration, Stump swung his axe at a leg, hoping to chop the thing off so that he could at least make a strategic retreat.  But the axe did not draw stuffing.  Blood spurted from the wound!  “My Eye,” the beast screamed.


The wyrm howled in pain this time, hobbling to the side on its still good leg.  Not understanding the dragon’s exclamation, Vertinka began firing anew with her raised bow and the arrows that landed sunk deep and also pained the beast.  These arrows did not fall from the beast like discarded clothing.  The two kept on the beast unrelenting.  Stump became raked with claws but the pain didn’t bother him for he saw the beast failing.  Vertinka tired as she exhausted her supply of arrows and stumbled about to find some that had fallen from the beast before.  Another strong swing against the beast’s other leg dropped the dragon to the ground.  Two arrows sunk into the beast’s head and neck lowering its upper body near enough to the dwarf for him to finish the thing off.  Stump, not failing to notice the chance, gave a mighty over-head chop down upon the beast’s neck but instead of seeing the head go rolling off to the side the entire beast body and all collapsed into a loose pile of leaves and dirt, animated no longer.


Coughing madly as he inhaled the dust the dwarf looked around for Vertinka and the kender.  Tek!  Where had Tek been all this time?  Tek sat on the stone table with his little feet dangling over the side, whistling a little tune.  “It’s a good thing I was here to save you two,” Tek exclaimed.


Vertinka virtually collapsed against one of the large stones, hoping vainly that she could get enough strength in her limbs to sneak away while Stump angrily approached the kender.  “What do ye mean saved us.  You was out hidin’ the whole fight weren’t ye!” Stump hollered at the little kender.


“Oh you hurt my feelings.  I don’t want to be your slave any more.  You’re a mean master.  After saving your life when that goblin was going to kill you.  Didn’t you see what a great shot I was?  Whammo, right between the shoulder blades.  Don’t worry; I didn’t waste one of my daggers on that ugly thing.  It was one of those daggers you dropped back there in the tunnel a while back.  Aren’t you lucky I picked it up?  It’s really amazing that I noticed you drop it, especially as you were behind me.  But you said I should lead you to the goblins quietly or else I would have mentioned something back then.  I wouldn’t have been able to kill it otherwise,” looking innocent as he explained.


Stump moved over to Vertinka, “So you got some magic in ya?  You make that beast start to bleed?  I sure as heck don’t,” thinking a moment about the situation, Stump continued, “Well, there bae a healthy reward for ye.  I’ll be takin’ ye back to the city now.”  Grabbing a firm hold on Vertinka’s arm he hauled her to her feet.  Vertinka was surprised at this dwarf’s strength after such a battle and knew that she would not be able to break his hold in her weakened state.


Stump started out of the circle of stones then remembered the treasure that the Lord Wensworth was going to pay 100 gold for and turned to the table.  The stone was gone.  Looking back the pile that was the dragon, Stump realized that once the beast was destroyed so too must have the stone been turned to dust.  The dwarf led the dark elf out of the clearing and headed for the main road west toward Thaxanos then south towards Althainia.  Tek followed up in the rear, whistling his little tune.

Part VII


Stump sat at the Grunting Boar inn.  Tek seemed to follow him everywhere telling everyone that the two of them had slain a great beast in the north.  His tale seemed to change every time he told it though and most tended to ignore him.  Stump thought back to the news he had received this morning.  He’d picked up his reward last night, a nice little blue diamond, when he turned over Vertinka to the Lord.  It seems that Vertinka was placed in the dungeons last night after Stump left.  This morning there was to be a hanging of the thief but when they went to fetch her they found the cell door open and the guard asleep at his post; a small broken glass dart in his leg.  


Stump also wondered about the knight Denaard.  He had fought bravely, sure enough, and he hated leaving him out in the wilds, but he had been found by his brother knights the next day and was to be burned upon an honoring pyre this night.  It must have been the holy sword through the beast’s innards, which allowed them to slay the thing, Stump thought.  “Though the sword was in him when I hacked off its tail,” Stump thought to himself mumbling some of it out loud.


“I told you, I killed the thing.  It’s a good thing you had me there or you two would have been hacking away at it all night.  I was getting tired and wanted to go home you know so I had to do something,” Tek explained.


“You did nothing kender.  Typical for a kender I must say but you didn’t help us at all.  You think a dagger in the back of that dragon would have helped?” Stump was becoming frustrated with Tek all over again.


“No.  I knew better then that.  Of course a dagger wouldn’t have done anything, not when your axe.  Oh it is a nice axe by the way, I always meant to tell you… or did I already?  Oh well, doesn’t matter.  Barkeep, another lemonade please.  What no lemonade?  Well then how about a nice cup of herbal tea. No tea?” Tek continued, “Oh, as I was saying, there’s no way you would have defeated that thing with this still in the table,” and Tek rolled a hard black ball across the bar top to Stump.


Stump gasped, taking the Dragon’s Eye into his hands.  “You took this from the table?”


“Sure.  Right after you took off its tail and all those leaves and stuff came out.  It wasn’t bleeding.  So I figured, it was still just growing just like it did when that ugly goblin first put this thing into that stone table hole. You know I really do think that you should have taken the stone out of the table first instead of playing with that dragon the way that you did.  I mean, the fight would have been over so much sooner and that nice knight might still be alive.  I mean, even if that knight’s sword hadn’t killed the dragon when he was hacking away at it, that big WHOOSSH sound you made with your axe, then that THUNK as it went into its back.  Man, that would have hurt if it were real!  Can you image the look on that one’s face…” Tek continued on into the night, optioning more for actions and making strange faces that the dragon might have had during different scenarios of the battle.

* * *


Vertinka pulled her shawl a little tighter around her shoulders.  The white powder in her hair and paste upon her face would discourage the attention she normally got from the men around her for it did much to hide her beauty, but this disguise as an old elven woman would get her far enough from the city.  A young naïve shalonesti girl, the serving wench from the Grunting Boar, had realized too, after some coaxing from this old wise elf, that the city life was not for them.  The girl had offered to take the old woman back home to Shalonesti that day.  “Don’t worry sir,” Sabrinia stated to the guards at the northern gates of Althainia, “We’re just on our way home.  Shouldn’t be much more than a days ride by wagon.”


Vertinka faked a little hacking cough to accentuate her disguise.  Sabrinia’s ocean blue eyes looked caringly over Vertinka, “Are you sure you can travel, Arabel?  I mean, if you want I can fetch a healer who could make the trip much more comfortable.”
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“No, no, dear child,” Vertinka lied, “I just wand to get myself home as soon as possible so that I might feel rejuvenated in the woodlands of my birth.”


Eager to get her old friend home to the vallenwoods, Sabrinia hastened the guards to let them pass.  The guards seeing that neither of the two in the wagon matched the description of the thief they sought, let the wagon pass wanting to inspect the next group who wished to leave the city.  “You know, I am really glad you took me away from that serving job.  I really do agree, I am too young to be working in the city with such rough people around.  You know they used to have a fight in there almost every night?  Mainly because of this tired old dwarf too. I heard that he settled his bar tab today!  Can you imagine that?  He must have owed that old barkeep a fortune.”


Vertinka chuckled then hid it with a cough.  Yes she could imagine who you might be talking about. 
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