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Preface
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History tells us many things. It is written by winners and for winners. It hides things that for many people would be unspeakable. It educates the young but only in what other people perceive that they need to know. Humankind has a lot to answer for, but is there anyone left to ask the questions? For years, people have assumed that myths and legends had no factual base because this was how people over time covered their tracks. History for years was never written down. It was just word of mouth passed down from one generation to another. With no credible evidence to back certain events, they were consigned to folklore and not historical fact.

But discoveries are being made every day and the evidence is becoming overwhelming. What we now think only as fantasy was reality at one time. So-called monsters such as the yeti and sasquatch used to roam the earth in numbers but now only one or two remain and stay hidden from any human contact with good justification. Vampires and dragons, trolls, pixies and werewolves have actually a basis in fact rather than fiction. Why else have so called mythological creatures been described in the folklore of different cultures around the world that have had no contact with each other? Sensationalised in movies and literature they strike a chord with long forgotten things of the past in the minds of humans.

So, what really happened? These creatures lived side by side with humans, sharing similar emotions and similar lifestyles. They were at times at war with each other and with humans and other times co-existed peacefully. They developed allegiances which were fluid. They sought to retain their individuality and their land just as humans do today. The lure of wealth be it gold or even food was the same across all creatures.

In those times, magic played an important role and its practitioners were all powerful. Beliefs were strong, particularly about the law of the jungle. Might was right and humans wanted to become the mightiest of them all. They had no muscular superiority, only a more developed brain and this they put to good effect. But it came at a cost to the diversity of life on the planet.

Other creatures noticed what was happening as more and more creatures were becoming extinct and the numbers of humans increased. They rose to confront this tide or rather tsunami of humanity and history as presented by humans merely mentions of a period known as The Dark Ages. It was a dark and dreadful time on Earth. Challenged by a united front of beasts, humans opted not seek some sort of peace, but instead had their sorcerers and alchemists work on a master weapon that would provide a perennial dominance by humans over every living creature. Biological warfare was born.

Experiments were carried out and new strains of viruses released. One experiment went horribly wrong and in one fell swoop every giant on the planet succumbed in just twenty-four hours. However, the viruses were then modified and certain creatures were targeted. Once released the consequences were irrevocable. Evil goblins died by the millions and unfortunately the same strain impacted on peaceful elves too. One by one humans led creatures that could challenge them as rulers of the planet, down the path of extinction, until only a few remained scattered in inaccessible parts of the world.

Humans then set about rewriting the pages of history omitting any reference to other creatures that may have been their equal if not better in times gone past. The enormous structures of the Mayan empire and the masterfully built Angkor Watt temples were given back to the jungle in the hope that any links to the creatures that once lived there would be lost forever. Places were renamed. Stories were rephrased and, at glacial speed, history was altered to reflect the belief that only humans had developed intellectually on earth. Special breeding programs were conducted to filter out any genetic links to a time when creatures and human hybrids existed. Humans were made to believe that the centaurs, fauns and mermaids were part of old religious folktales. Yet they used sphinxes, griffins and the Pegasus as symbols to unite groups of people. They even made light of elves and fairies with childhood tales of the tooth fairy and Father Christmas. Yet the tales of these creatures were consistent from country to country and across continents. Cults grew around these. Pagan rituals still occurred so humans developed religions that either took into account such “gods” or offered hellfire and damnation to those who even mentioned them. Just as biological warfare had altered forever the ecology of the planet, history and belief systems were altered by psychological warfare the like the world has never seen.

The following is an account of a later post Dark Ages’time.
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It was a tale as old as time. Since the beginning of mankind, humans had tried to assert their rights to protect and defend what was theirs, but also to take what someone else had, whether it was needed or not. The demand of bending the knee was enforced by an ever-expanding, more sophisticated form of weaponry. Those who had it ruled. Those who didn’t became the subjects and slaves of those who had, unless they fled. As human kind grew in numbers, the places that animals, halflings and the weaker humans could find sanctuary became fewer and fewer.

It was the way of the world and those in power used the notion that their god or gods dictated that it be so. These just clouded the minds of, and deceived those caught up in the lower classes and lesser beings. Myths became realities or so the words and the written scrolls would suggest, but the truth of such mysticism was that it was just another weapon in the arsenal of those with more greed than need..........

It was bitterly cold. It wasn't just the wind that seemed to whistle through every pore of her body. It was the icy claws of the north to reached in and rubbed their evil fingers along her bones. The shivering was intense but it didn't alter her situation except to cloud her mind even more. The softness of the whiteness that covered the ground enticed her to lie down on it, to rest for a little bit. She has no idea what it was. Forced north from the hot climates of the inland sea, everything was different, everything was new and potentially dangerous. Perhaps the whiteness was a magic carpet that would whisk her back to her former life in the court as the handmaiden to a goddess. There was warmth there. There was food, but also her sisters. Zola knew that they were the reason she had fallen foul of the goddess. Out of favour on Mt Olympus, only exile or death awaited you. Perhaps she had chosen the worse of the two evils. She decided that perhaps the white magic carpet might quickly end it all.

Indeed, it would have, had she laid down, but she was distracted before she had the chance. Normally wild creatures would recognise her as one of their own, but the noise she suddenly heard wasn't coming from wild creatures. The baying was that of human trained hounds. They would find her and then the killer dogs would be unleashed. She had no desire to die that way. She beat her flimsy costume to remove the whiteness that had fallen from the sky and landed on her as she had rested. She couldn't afford to be slowed down by anything. Zola had found it extremely difficult to Sir Ren at first in this new world. The humans had all sorts of gods and many different styles of worship. Eventually she was seen as a lesser being and forced from village to village and finally out into the wilderness because she was so strange. Day after day, she had been chased away from human settlements, and literally hounded out of worked lands. She was always being pushed north. Settlements here had been sporadic. The ones that were solely inhabited by humans were fewer. But it seemed that this just made them more dangerous.

Ogres, elves, dwarves and cross bred creatures would have been preferable to the bestial attacks by mankind. At least there might be some compassion shown. Armies patrolled the borders between settlements. All sorts of weaponry were in use. So far, the thin wisp of a girl had eluded would be captors or executioners. She looked very much human-like and one would have thought she may have been given some aid and assistance. She had no answers as to what she had done wrong, why she wasn't accepted and why she was feared. It was said that cold turned your lips and skin blue, but hers hadn't changed at all. Her skin all over remained a rich verdant bluey-green.

She had been born of a different time, in a different realm. She too was seen as an outsider, but something that her kind would refrain from stepping in. Zola was the youngest and the least known sister of Medusa, Euryale and Stheno. These were the gorgons who served their goddess Athena, but alas Zola was banned because she was different, and sibling rivalry has no bounds when it comes to creatures with snakes instead of long tresses. She, being the runt of the litter, was booted out and had her ties with the family severed. It was better than having her head severed. She had enough issues with her lack of height. You see Zola was seen to be a mistake and not derivative of her family. Her hair was like that of humans and although she braided it and decorated it so that it would look like her sisters, it fooled no-one. It was noted that her eyes would not turn people to stone but melt hearts, even the hardest of hearts. As her sisters had none, they were impervious to her charms. She had arms like her sisters, but to them, her greatest sin was that instead of a snake’s body she had legs. The advice she received from Dionysus turned out to be of no use. She half suspected that he was trying to experiment with different facets of wine that he was the god of. It was unsuccessful as far as she was concerned, for no matter how much wine she drank she was unable to become legless.

Her sisters, having exiled her and forcing her to live with humans and the wild creatures, may have had only one regret and that was who was now going to brush their hair. That was no mean feat as there are inherent dangers when trying to untangle snakes, of the venomous kind. Zola's only one true power was in her ability to control wild animals of every sort including snakes. The one exception was humans, who she soon found out were uncontrollable, unpredictable and generally of low intelligence.

In this strange land full of strange creatures, humans rejected her because she was different because of her looks, her language, her manner and because they couldn’t move beyond their very narrow frame of reference. This made Zola an anathema to them as she would stand her ground against their bullying, refuse to be intimidated and argue with them with simple indisputable logic. Being a female in a strictly matriarchal and misogynistic society didn’t help and so she sought solace where she could find it. As with her sisters, Zola's skin was bluey-green and though humans had various shades ranging from ebony through to pale almost translucent cream, she stood out as she was the only one of her kind in the area. Once, when she had been captured, she was questioned over her age. Not understanding how humans measured time and how they put great stock in days and years, she had shrugged her shoulders. It was explained to her how everything was determined by the movement of the sun around the earth. As someone who had worked with gods and goddesses, she was dumb struck with such stupidity, but she nevertheless converted her "age" into human terms. As only a servant to goddesses, she was not immortal, but at the tender age of one thousand six hundred and forty-five, she was little more than a child in her world. This was seen as contempt of humans' own gods and she quickly realised that saying that she wasn't immortal put her in great peril.

Many other creatures didn’t understand her and feared her because of her human-like appearance. Humans were the bane of the lives of creatures that had co-existed with each other for eons. Now they were being slaughtered or enslaved by the men who banded together and developed such weaponry that seemed to only serve few purposes other than killing off animals for sport and killing off each other to increase their own power. There was plenty of land and natural wealth for everyone to share, but mankind wasn’t capable of seeing beyond their own selfish desires. 

In her wearisome journey north to the Frostwynn Mountains, she tried to befriend groups of creatures who had banded together to try to thwart the invasion of the humans. From the elves and dwarves in their below the surface worlds right through to the dragons and giant eagles who soared above the land, she was cast out as being too different, too humanlike and perhaps a bit too uppity. She spent some time with the trolls, but their lack of intellect and desire to see how many body parts she could be separated into was something that didn’t make her wish to stay. She overheard their conversation about her skin colour and at first, she felt that these strange ignorant creatures may not be too bad after all, as they showed no bigotry whatsoever. It was only later when one went on to say that in a soup, they wouldn’t notice and that his mother had said that he must eat his greens. Frantic, she climbed up into the trees and began to rain leaves down on them. Being low on the thinking department, they assumed that autumn had arrived early and that meant that winter wasn’t too far away. As a consequence, they rugged up and sweated and cursed for over a week in the midsummer sunshine after she made her escape.

Gathered together in the area known as Frostwynn, very close to the Pyrneth, was a motley collection of dispirited beings who had no place elsewhere to run. They lurked in caves as yet either undiscovered by dwarves or abandoned by them. Food was not plentiful and neither was intelligence, nor survival skills. They had not resorted to eating other frightened beings in their midst or turned to cannibalism. It was not a religious or ethical decision. It was a lack of intellect and not knowing how to kill and what was good eating. Centaurs, elves, ogres and far more strange creatures huddled together and would probably die together in what in modern times would be disputed borders between Belarus, Russia and Ukraine.

It was as if these creatures had lost their primordial instincts and fear had driven out all of their capacity to fight back in some form or another, even against hunger, the cold and despair. It was into this area of doom and gloom that a young human-like figure was to be cast. 

After years of roaming, Zola had stumbled across a different set of creatures in the Frostwynn Mountains. These were the outcasts that too had been rejected by their own kind. Zola had had enough and fell at their feet hoping for a swift merciful death. However, who in their own inimitable and befuddled way saw her as a goddess. Courage and intelligence, wisdom and goodness, confidence and self-righteousness are all comparative. In comparison to the others, she found herself among, she stood out in these areas. As diminutive as she was physically, she was like a giant of huge proportions in more important aspects.

They thought she was the crème de la crème. Her arrival was welcomed and was seen to be a good twist of fate. Deep down she knew that she was a gorgon, but also not a gorgon. She was not the goddess as they labelled her; just a lively and lovely misfit with immense power and bad body odour. And so, the legend of Gorgonzola was born. But it didn’t come easy.
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It was a long way from Athens and the warmth and security of Mt Olympus, although her sisters ensured that the life she lived there was really no life at all. As handmaidens to the goddess Athena, they felt that Zola should be their own personal handmaid. Zola learnt early in life that obeisance meant survival and it made you almost invisible, and thus relatively safe. Athena barely even knew she was there, nor that Zola did much of the work that was credited to her older, seedier, needier and greedier sisters. What Zola did however was to watch and learn, and there was much to learn. Unlike Ares, the god of war, who resorted to violence above everything, Athena used tactics and strategies to hold sway in wars. She was also not fighting for fighting sake, but for justice. As such she was the perfect role model for a young impressionable girl, who needed guile just to survive the clutches of her sisters. Zola stayed in the background and just absorbed everything like a sponge. Far cleverer than anyone in the household save for Athena herself, she took on board the ideas expressed by her mistress and adapted them as she war-gamed battles in her head. Her banishment from Athens had unleashed a master strategist on the world and one that didn't need to have a powerful army and magical powers to win.

Every day she walked and every day the scenery changed. The stunted trees struggling to survive in the heat and the badly eroded hills of her homeland were replaced by a lushness and greenery that she found totally unexpected. The soil was thick, fed by the falling leaves that composted beneath the trees. Open expanses were not desert-like but filled with a myriad of grasses and low shrubs that during the spring became a colourful carpet that blanketed the low areas. There were a couple of days when she barely saw the sun because of the dense canopy above her. The sunbeams made their way like the fingers of gods to trace warmth into the earth. The warmth was tolerable and not like the blistering heat of Mt Olympus. Water was in abundance and each valley had its own water source that leached the pure liquid through mossy covered openings in the ground. She felt at home with the greenery and was able to camouflage herself in full sight of various war parties that guarded territory.

That was what the lands were all about. Feudal fiefs could be found around the next bend, particularly river bends. Mini kingdoms were dotted all over the place unlike the vast kingdom that was her homeland. What was more astounding was the array of creatures that she came across. There were human settlements by the score, but occasionally she'd come across one with creatures that are halflings or were of a kind that changed her concept of beings. They were homogeneous groups in the main in the south, but their settlements were small and heavily fortified. It seemed only a matter of time before the surrounding humans decided that these creatures had to move on, become tamed by them, or be disposed of. Further north, various creatures had banded together and used their combined strengths to cover their combined weaknesses.

Civilisation comes in many forms. Her homeland was the epitome of a civilised society. People were educated, well fed, even if they were enslaved and modern technology was in use. By comparison the people of the north spent most of their time grubbing an existence or preparing to defend themselves, or attacking others. By far the most primitive of the northern creatures in the true aspect of civilisation and peaceful learned society were the humans. She avoided them like the plague that was also rife. Humans in the north were ignorant, fearful and this made them unpredictable. She smiled when she came to the conclusion that they were seedier, needier and definitely greedier. If she ever needed to defend herself or others against then, she had already had a way planned to use those weaknesses to her advantage. 

As she headed northward, her intelligence rather than luck had saved her on many occasions. The only thing missing was an army to lead. In the Frostwynn Mountains, she would find the beginnings of one. It would take all her intellectual powers, smooth talking and cunning to create the motley crew into a force to be reckoned with. At some point she would have to stand her ground, for to continue on would see her freeze to death or face the unknown dangers of the Pyrneth.

Her clothing and footwear were totally unsuitable for the terrain and constant repairs weren’t all that successful. She resorted to stealing, which went against her morals and ethics. She had done that with food, but considered that the gods would forgive her as without it she would have died. She had concerns about the Elysian Fields where heroes and virtuous people went after they died. She didn’t trust that these existed, but the only way to find out for sure was to die. To die from lack of food or lack of suitable attire when there were opportunities to get some seemed such a stupid way to go. She wondered if stupid people ever made it to the Elysian Fields. Wasn’t knowledge and wisdom a virtue? These were the thoughts when she first stole food. They reared again when she realised that her thin clothing and sandals already falling apart was not going to be of much use any longer. She hadn’t acclimatised well enough to do without. Even though the clothing made her appear more human, she decided that wearing anything made from animal hides was not for her. 

Zola had found it difficult to cross the large rivers that flowed either westward or southward. They were too broad, or at points where they narrowed the currents were too fierce. At the best points to cross, ferries were available, but they cost money. Money was a totally new concept for Zola. A shiny piece of metal meant something more than just a shiny piece of metal, apparently. It seemed ridiculous especially to someone whose needs were met by the household of Athena. Although she fared a lot worse than her sisters, there was always, food, shelter and clothing. As a handmaiden to Athena, there was also privilege. She could go where she wanted or needed to be without restriction or the demand for something in return. To cross the rivers or even sail in the inland seas, she found that there was a toll. She had nothing to pay the toll with and so was forced to cross at the most hazardous points. With a handmade bow from a sapling and vines she was able to string ropes across the narrowest points of rivers, but each crossing took days of work, and she had to work under the fear of discovery. Her loneliness was only tempered by that fear and the determination never to be enslaved. She realised in the first days of her banishment that her eviction had been a blessing. She had been little more than an unpaid unimportant servant with no prospects of change. Being away from Mt Olympus and its lifestyle gave her a sense of freedom that she had never felt before and would never give up. She may have been frustrated at these river crossings, but never let it sink into despondency. She was a smart, adept and physically strong young woman. She was not about to let anyone bring her down without a fight. To that end, she practised daily with a bow and arrows and a stout staff. Anyone who thought that she was weak and easily taken prisoner was in for a big change of mind.

The Frostwynn Mountains were honeycombed with a maze of tunnels. The dwarves who lived and worked there had no real knowledge of geological structures, but they knew how to dig. They had been at it for centuries and had created a labyrinth of adits that led back onto themselves. They believed in the structure of the rock and saw no need for bracing of any sort. Trees were meant for wood for fires not to ‘decorate.’ Consequently, cave-ins occurred killing, injuring and trapping many. That was seen, not as some fault in their planning, but as an act of Moradin, the Soulforger, the father of all dwarven gods, or just bad luck. 

Pools of oil that lay in chambers was used to make torches that lit the way. They also gave off toxic fumes which added to the fetid air and poisonous gases that would accumulate. Their obsession with mining saw them die young from hacking coughs, blindness, explosions, cave-ins or sheer stupidity. Underground there was nothing to guide them, so they followed the seams of the only thing that gave them a meaning to life, gold. They didn't trade it. They hoarded it and woe betide anyone that tried to take it by force or subterfuge. The bones of those who tried were at the base of the mountains, left there to serve as a warning to others. That warning would have sent a shiver through even the most hard-hearted of creatures, for the bones on the limbs were shattered into tiny fragments. The shards of what were once fingers and toes, along with the untouched ribcages indicated that each death had been slow and excruciatingly painful. Known for their enormous strength which many underestimated because of their size, they could wield a hammer or a pick with brute force, but with their tortured victims, they showed that the same tools could be done with supreme finesse. Armies or brigands at the base of the mountains would have heard the terrifying screams of their compatriots echoing from the tunnels and down across the valleys and them more dead than alive the bodies were thrown down from above. Narrow paths led up to the entrances forcing single file movement by invaders. Trebuchets and cannons had little effect on these entrances. The biggest danger for the dwarves was from their poor navigation skills which often saw them lost in the ever-expanding labyrinths especially when they broke through the narrow walls of other tunnels that ran parallel.

Food was scarce and as they wouldn't trade; they would send out raiding parties to steal whatever they could find. They had no guilt feelings over this, because unlike their bodies, their egos weren't pint sized at all and compassion was an asset they refused to burden themselves with.

It was a raiding party that came across Zola.
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Zola had to sleep. All the walking and the fear of being discovered sapped her physical and emotional energy to the point that she knew she had to rest. Normally she would seek a secure spot high up in a tree. Practice had made her an excellent climber. Once high enough there, she would spread one of her woollen blankets still folded as something to lie or sit on. Her weapons would be made secure and kept within easy reach. Then she would rest the same as a leopard would do. Eyelids would never firmly close, ears would remain tuned in for any suspicious noise and should something come near, depending on what it was, she would attack or remain absolutely still. Unlike the leopard, she would tie herself to the tree and drape the second blanket over herself in an effort to stop the biting cold from feasting on her waif-like body.

Today had been different. A vast treeless plain stretched in every direction. Tall strands of untouched grasses swayed in the breeze and glowed as bright as gold under the huge sun that bathed this plain in warmth and light. By day's end, there were still no trees in sight, nor rocky outcrops. Too exhausted to push on she stomped a small circle of grass and tried hard to remain alert, but all in vain.

That was how she was discovered. A small troop of dwarves literally stumbled on her. They reacted more quickly than she did. After all they were lost and were extremely wary of the creatures of their own imaginings waiting to launch an attack on them as they tried to navigate their way back to places that were familiar.

Zola was lucky that she was not killed out of hand. She was seized however and it must have looked peculiar for any onlooker to see a young bluey-green woman, ranting at nothing as she made her way across the steppes. The grass was that high that the dwarves were not seen, and she appeared to be alone.

They had surrounded her and gave her little space and opportunity to escape. It took a while for the braided bearded rotund dwarf to get to his feet after falling head over heels on her. She had unknowingly made her bed in a slight depression, a state she was in right now, and his ungainliness and his weight had barrel rolled him on top of her pinning her to the ground. By the time he rolled off her and she had groggily woken up, she was encircled by a wall of would-be warriors wearing leather armour and bearing large mallets and pikes.

Just before she was about to be impaled, an order from what she assumed was the leader came, telling the rest to quell their blood lust and capture this strange creature instead. He argued that she was a tradeable commodity and may be of value to one of the freak show contingents that roamed between villages. Besides, he pointed out, she was tall enough to be able to see above the goddamned grass that they were lost in. 

She had no idea where they wanted to go and the only answer to the question she asked them was "Somewhere Where we are not lost." How was she supposed to know just where that was? When pressed for more information they tried to give her some idea of the features around where they lived. This didn't help at all, because all that she could see was an enormous plain of grass that extended almost to the horizon. In the far distance, there were smudges of taller things topped in white. Could these be the mountains where the dwarves lived. If so, they had been lost for weeks, perhaps even longer considering her stride was double theirs. They weren't built for speed. She asked them to stop so that she could describe the mountains far to the north. She also wanted to stop, so that she could politely tell the dwarf with the sharp long pipe that had constantly prompted her to not dawdle, just where he could stick his pike.

Zola then considered that might not be the greatest of moves. Yes she could outrun them in normal circumstances, but these were not those. She had been hobbled much as one does a horse. There was every chance that she would trip and fall over. More than likely, that might be the last thing she did. The eyes that had not stopped glaring at her from beneath beetled brows indicated that compassion, consideration of others and patience were in short supply among this group.

Zola decided that it would be best to negotiate and offered to guide this lost legion in exchange for her freedom on arrival there. Her offer was quickly agreed to, food was becoming hard to find and the longer they stayed away, the more their reputation would be further ruined. What Zola didn't realise was that dwarves were known far and wide, nearly all the way to Mt Olympus, as having mastered the art of deceit. Once home, the dwarves would renege on their agreement without any qualms and there would be a new vocation awaiting her. The leader of the small group wondered if they taught her to juggle, they might get more for her. He was shrewd, a practised con artist and very temperamental. Zola had a sense that Alottov was just biding his time before turning on her. She was an excellent judge of people and in particular, dwarves. She wondered what would happen if she led them around in a big circle. Would they be aware of what was happening and what would happen to her if they found out what she had done. She was raised to be submissive, but having gained her independence and being quite intelligent, it dawned on her that she was actually in a position of strength. The dwarves couldn't find their way out of the steppes without her. For that reason, they couldn't let her go, but also couldn't harm her. She decided to press home that advantage and make some small gains. Her opening gambits simple and certainly caught the attention of the whole raiding party.

"So, how lost would you like to be? I mean before I was set upon, you were completely lost. For all you know now, you could be lost beyond belief. How can you trust me? For that matter, how can I trust you? You treat me like a prisoner, not a saviour. That is not the best way to endear yourselves to me. It could make me lead you further astray, further away from where you want to go. Think about what you would do, if you were me."

That caused a lot of chatter, some of it was whether that shade of her skin would be accepted by wives and girlfriends. Alottov, was above such shallow thought processes. He was quite worried, because he would do exactly what she was suggesting. He knew she was angling for something, something that was more than just staying alive. He realised that she had worked out that she was very important to them and that their threats would never be carried out while they were trapped in this accursed grass. He had issues with smart women. His wife at times seemed to be smarter than him. He had taken that concern to the king, his father-in-law, whose only reassurance was that she couldn't be very smart, because look at who she had married. It had taken a few days before Alottov's rejoicing had subsided and he realised that he had been insulted. Now this bluey-green creature was about to play him like a fiddle and he was far from happy. He had considered ordering one member of the troop to stand on the shoulders of another to gain the needed height to see where a path home might be. However, such a practical solution would not have been accepted by anyone. It was taboo to even speak of such denigration.

"It appears that you want something from us, in exchange for getting us out of here," Alottov whispered to Zola through gritted teeth. "But if we grant your wish, how are we to know that you will honour a promise to help us?"

At that point Zola knew that she had won. However, her face remained inscrutable. "I never made such a promise. You assumed that me being made a prisoner allows you to imply agreements were made. And as far as you knowing whether I will help you, you don't. Then again, I don't trust you. One of us has to though and we both know that it isn't me."

"What do you want?" The words of resignation were accompanied by a sigh. Alottov was not taking this change in power very well.

"Let's start with something simple like removing these hobbles. If you fear that I will just disappear one night, that is understandable. It may happen, but I have no cause, except for perhaps not being treated like a pincushion by your friend with the pike."

Alottov had no idea what a pincushion was, but understood that the sadistic use of the pike had to be halted. He also reluctantly agreed to the removal of the hobbles. Zola and he stared into each other's eyes. There was no trust there, merely an understanding of actually who was in charge. His new found desire to have the dwarves join the slave trading business and for Zola join the circus was temporarily on hold. What neither of them knew was that Zola had recruited her first soldier for her army.
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There developed a strange bond between Zola and the dwarves following the release of her from her bondage. It wasn't quite friendship, nor was it master and slave. It was something quite different and unique. At night, the dwarves would draw out their long blades and clear a circle amongst the grass. The grass cuttings would be used to fill sacks that served as mattresses and quilts, keeping their bodies off the cold ground and allowing them to cocoon themselves against the bitter winds that blew across the land. Clearing a patch allowed them to have a fire for cooking whatever they had managed to kill during the day. It provided protection against the night creatures, kept them warm before they headed to their mattresses. Curious creatures with no sense of smell would come to the fringe of clearing and would always stand upwind to stare at these weird looking people whose hygiene standards were poor. Alottov and his contingent didn't believe in bathing. Their bodies therefore had been corrupted by years of grime and other unspeakable things. Zola, whose own body can best be described as ripe would have lost in the first round in a pungency competition against any of the dwarves.

The creatures that gathered around were attracted to the light of the fire and its warmth, but also Zola's sing song voice. Of late it had become the last thing for some they heard. The dwarves would set snares and each morning there was often enough
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