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prologue

 


They stood like a wall.

The Woods Elves of Ilysa Esari stood with
their shields interlocked behind the ditch that had been hastily
dug out, the last line of defense before the city would be
breached, a city that had stood here in the Forbidden Forest for
over three thousand years. It was considered a beautiful city, a
wonder to beheld, built into the very forest it was meant to
protect, some say even built into the forest so that if the city
fell, the forest would die also.

To some this made perfect sense as the city
itself was built into the trees, tremendous trees that rose nearly
a thousand prince's mark high and had trunks that were bigger than
some small towns. Stairs encircled the trunks, rising up until they
reached the houses that were hollowed out of branches, the constant
music of the Wood Elves, whom some people thought spend too much
time on their singing and dancing and not enough on defense,
wafting through the leaves and branches like an enchanted vapor to
touch every aspects of life here.

Bairrfhion sat in one of these trees, high
up, having a fairly clear view of the battle that was about to take
place. He wanted to be down there, among the troops with their
double-bladed swords, their glittering golden armor and tall
helmets. But that was not to be. He was still recovering from that
damnable Angelicus blade that had nearly killed him and left him
now but a shadow of his former self, as if the blade itself when it
cut into him drew out the very essence of his soul and laid it bare
upon the ground to wither and die.

The healers had told him that under no
circumstances was he to engage in anything strenuous and combat, as
far as they could remember, was rather strenuous. And so he sat, or
wandered about the city with a cane, every step a struggle, every
thought a deception that he was getting better.

He thought of Aurora often.

No.

He thought of Aurora constantly.

She was on his mind as if she were a part of
him he had lost, an arm severed. He had finally come to the
conclusion that he had indeed fallen head-over heels in love with
her, despite the two hundred year age difference between them. He
dreamt of her, would wake up and swear that he smelled her, wanted
to touch her one last time.

If this battle went in any way as he
predicted, that would no longer be possible and so he spent these
last hours thinking of her constantly. They had brought him a bow
and a sword, as they had all those in the convalescent home, to
defend themselves as best they could if.... No, when the
Demon-spawn overall them. He wasn't under any illusions that any of
them would survive.

This was worse than when Anenfel was ruined
those long seventeen years ago, when he had run as fast as his
unicorn would take him to bring the baby to safety.

And now look at her.

He had wondered what she was doing back at
the monastery and then realized that it was Aurora, and there was
no way that she would stay there, not after he was taken away and
brought here. If he knew her at all, she would have been determined
to go looking for him and Stiz would have followed along because
that damn Satyr was as much in love with her as Bairrfhion was.

Then rumors started to filter over The
Barrier Mountains about a new goddess upon the land, a young,
gorgeous half-Elf female who had the power of three or four gods
put together and who was causing destruction on a mass scale
wherever she went.

He knew that was Aurora.

Without a doubt, he knew that this new
supposed goddess was none other than his Aurora. When had she
become so powerful? Was it the fight with the Angelicus? He
supposed it didn't matter. He always knew that she would become
powerful. Look who her parents were. The most powerful White Witch
to have ever graced the land and the king of the Woods Elves,
Aelfric. That combination was why he had been tasked with getting
her out of Anenfel before it fell and the Demon-spawn got a hold of
her.

That would have been a disaster of the first
order.

There was movement below and he pulled
himself a little closer to the open window to see. Yes, there they
were, coming on like a horde of locusts. Although they had been
reinforced by a contingent of the Galadrim, there was no way that
this line would hold. Not when the main defensive line, at the
Warmside edge of the forest, had been breached in a matter of
hours, the defenders, which was most of the main Elven Army,
destroyed. It had been a catastrophe, almost as bad as the
discovery that the pass at Rimwick Gorge had been also breached
during, of all things, a snow-storm. Now the Demon-spawn encircled
the Forbidden Forest.

Sure there was the rumor that Aurora had
vanquished the advance guard of the Demon-spawn on the open plains
of The Ancient Fields, creating a new river in the process, but
when it came to the Demon-spawn, there were always more just
waiting out of sight. There always were.

There was a shout, a cry of pure rage and
then Demon-spawn hit the line of interlocked shields. The
double-bladed blades sliced through the first few ranks with an
efficiency that was brutal but this time the Demon-spawn seemed
more determined than ever to wipe the Wood Elves off the face of
the world and protect their lines of communication with Rimwick
Gorge, the only way they had to get to The Land of the Five Rivers
and their ultimate revenge.

And then there were the new leaders.

The Cat-folk, who had always in the past
stayed in the rear cajoling onward hordes as fodder for the Elven
blades, were now in the forefront, using tactics as much as
mass-attacks to make certain that this time they succeeded. It was
said this was because of Aurora, that she was to be their new
messiah, the Chosen One, who would join forces with them and bring
their revenge against all the other races full circle. Her
destruction of the advance guard told Bairrfhion that she wasn't
about to join them in any way.

The line wavered, stood firm again, then
broke in one area and that was that. Cries arose from the city, a
moaning, panic-induced vocalization that was as much from the
forest itself as from those Elves living.

The line was breached.

The leading ranks of Demon-spawn ran through
without so much as a look at those Elves still standing, still
holding out. They didn't care about them. All they saw were the
gates to the city of Ilysa Esari open and victory within their
grasp. Magical spells were cast at them in the hundreds and they
burned and writhed and died in the hundreds, but when there are
tens of thousands coming, a hundred is nothing and soon the bases
of the trunks were over-run.

That was when the fires started.

Bairrfhion looked out the window toward what
had been the last defensive line and watched as the remaining
defenders were hacked down by the following Demon-spawn and then
they stopped, sat down and started to devour the Elves, living or
dead it didn't matter, the orgy of death more than he could
watch.

He had seen it all with Anenfel those many
years ago.

This would be a repeat on a much larger
scale.

The smoke was starting to bellow up, the
groan from the trees sickening in its intensity, their five
thousand year reign now over.

He could hear them coming up the stairs,
running as if possessed, slashing at anyone they encountered,
females, males, children, it didn't matter. He grabbed his bow,
notched an arrow and laid the sword across his lap. Aurora's face
flashed before his mind's eye and he smiled.

She would be seventeen now.

“I love you Aurora,” he said quietly.

Then they were in the room.


Mortals are but a triviality to the
gods.

When the mortal races can finally

foresee and control their own destiny,

only then will they become their own

masters... Only then will the gods be

inessential... Only then will they stop

laughing at us....

 


Excerpt from:

Questions We Should all be Asking

The White Wizard Grazahr

 


I don't like deserts.

That's what Tag said The Brown Expanse was
and if that were true, then deserts were really annoying and you
know how I feel about annoying. We rode on the camel all day and
then into the darkness. I didn't like riding on the camel. They
plodded along, swaying with each step worse than anything the ship
ever did on the waters. And the sun... Wow. I had no idea that it
could even get this hot. I was sweating in places I'd never sweated
before and it was... Well.... Annoying.

The sun-protectors did help.

That was a neat idea these people had.

I took them off once and the difference was
incredible. Tag had been right. I think I would have gone blind if
I hadn't of had them. But then, all I could see was Deirdre being
stuck like a pig, put over the fire still alive and roasted to
death, the pain she must have felt so beyond my comprehension that
I cried several times, quietly, her death weighing on my soul as if
a heavy weight had been set on me and I couldn't move it away.

But in reality I didn't want to take it
away.

I wanted it to be there, every minute of
every hour of every day to remind me that I had killed her as
surely if I had run her through with a sword. She had trusted me.
They all had trusted me and this was how I had repaid them. Sold as
slaves and roasted alive, slowly.

Tag had chastised me for my tears, stating
that it was a waste of water and water wasn't something that we
should be wasting. She was dead and there was nothing that would
change that. Accept it and move on. It was obvious that Tag had had
her fair share of loss in the past.

When darkness fell, so did the temperature,
dramatically, which I found odd but then Tag explained that the
sand didn't hold heat very well and thus the nights in the desert
could get very cold. When we didn't stop, I asked about it.

“If you want to catch the caravan of the Lady Fatatjer
before she reaches Qibys, we need to move quickly and not stop for
very long. Besides, it's better to travel at night and rest during
the heat of the day.”

“Can these camel walk that long?”

“They can. Those two humps, that you're riding between?
They contain stored water that they use. They're made for this
land. They'll be fine.”

So we rode onward.

I thought that I would be getting sore from
the constantly rubbing my legs were doing on the camel, but it
turned out that the silken, billowing pants I now wore prevented
that from happening and that was one good thing. Perhaps the only
good thing.

Toward morning we stopped.

Tag had the camel kneel down and rest, which
they seemed to be happy to do, then pulled out two blankets on
which we were supposed to sleep I guess.

“It's kind of cold,” I said.

“That's why it's nice to have fur.”

“I suppose it would be. Is there another
blanket?”

She threw it at me. “What are we going to
eat?”

Tag looked at me, then back at the camels.
“Do you see any food here on these beasts?”

No, I didn't. “That's why I was asking.”

She rooted around in the one bag we had,
pulled out a little bottle and tossed it to me. “Here. This is all
the water we have, so be sparing with it. As for food, there isn't
any. And don't think about eating me.”

“Why I would eat you?” Well actually, she was a rabbit, a
rather large rabbit at that.

“That's what your kind do to my kind. Eat us.”

“The rabbits I eat don't talk to me.”

“Do they have a chance? You probably kill them from a
distance so how could they talk to you? Isn't what those Minotaur
did to your friend?”

She had a point.

I never thought about it that way.

To Minotaur, Halflings must be like rabbits
were to me.

“Well I'm not going to eat you. Here.” I cast Cornucopia
and a full table appeared, covered from end to end with food and
drink. “Enjoy.”

She looked at the table with a raised
eyebrow, scanned it a moment, then pointed at something. “And
what's that?”

I looked. “Oh, that's braised rab.... Oh.
Sorry.”

“And that?”

“Pig.”

“And that?”

“Beef....”

“So this is just like what the Minotaur do.”

“No.... Well, maybe. There are veggies here
also.”

“Where?”

“Well there, see? There next to the roasted..... Never
mind. Sorry.”

She lifted up a glass of wine, sniffed it,
then downed it in one gulp. “At least we have drinks.” She walked
along the table, taking out whatever veggies she could find, trying
very hard not to look at or touch any of the meat. “I suppose you
can make a fire also.”

“I can.”

So we sat there at the table, the fire
casting shadows over us as we ate.

“So why did a goddess allow herself to be sold at a slave
auction?” Tag was now leaning back in her chair, legs tucked under
her, near the fire, a glass of wine in her hand.

“I'm not a goddess. And we were all tricked. He betrayed
us.”

“He? Most hes are betrayers.”

“Yes, I'm getting that.”

“So how is it that you got sold as a slave? You seem rather
powerful.”

“Poison in the wine. Not sure what it was, but it knocked
us out rather quickly and then he kept us out for the duration
until I woke up here.”

“Nice person. Did you pay him to do this to
you?”

“Yes. A Mithral.”

“Wow. You had a Mithral? I don't think I've ever even see a
Mithral.”

I was going to tell her that it was actually
two Mithral but Deirdre's voice came to me unheeded, warning me not
to discuss money around strangers. “So we stay here when the sun
comes up and rest until dark?”

“That's generally how it works. But if you want, we move
during the day. That'll put us at the oasis by the
evening.”

“And what is this oasis?”

“It's basically a water-hole, around which lots of
vegetation grows and caravans stay to freshen up and get water. You
don't have oasis where you come from?”

“No. But then we have lots of water in most places where I
come from.”

“Yeah. I used to come from a place like that.”

“Where?”

“Wrilledell. That's where most of my kind come
from.”

“I have no idea where that is.”

“Coldside from here. On the other side of the Thurning
Pinnacle. You don't know where that is either, do you?”

“No clue. I have a rather limited grasp of what The Land of
the Five Rivers looks like.”

“I can see that.”

“So my friends.... What can I expect when trying to rescue
them?”

“I have no idea.”

“What is this arena?”

“The rulers of this area use it to put on sporting
events.”

“Sporting events?”

“Yeah. They take the slaves who are strong and different
and pit them against each other to fight to the death. It draws a
big crowd. Personally, I don't see the fun in watching others kill
themselves but I guess others do.”

How nice. And this was where they put Pyros?
Well, at least they didn't put Al or Stiz there. That would be a
real short fight. Pyros might just be able to survive for a while,
at least until I could get to him.

“And the mines?”

“Brutal. Most people don't last long there.”

“What are they mining?”

“Gold, silver, platinum.... And also something called
Skydownium. It's very rare and apparently fell from the sky many
thousands of years ago. It's what cracked the ground and allowed
for the mining there, at the base of Thurning Pinnacle. Lots of
wealth there. But it's a very dangerous place. If one of your
friends went there, I wouldn't hold out much hope for him. Or
her.”

“That's not what I want to hear. He isn't the most physical
person.”

“Then he might not even make the trek up there. They move
rather quickly and don't care who falls to the wayside. From what
I've heard, they have lots of slaves to work the mine and so losing
a few on the way up there isn't that big a deal.”

“Well isn't that just wonderful. What kind of a place is
this Brown Expanse?”

“It's a brutal wasteland full of brutal people who don't
put much stock in life. Those like the Sheikh who bought you, they
control vast territories through fear and terror and that's the way
they like it.”

How wonderful.

I think that perhaps this was the worst
place that Erfioin could have taken us. If I ever saw him again,
Soul Destruction would be too good for him. And find him I would. I
vowed to myself, for Deirdre, that I would find Erfioin and make
him pay for all this.

“What about this Lady Frickerot?”

“Fatatjer. And she's a piece of work. It's her family that
owes the mines. If she has one of your friends, she'll use him
until she gets bored and then sent him to his death in the mines.
It is a he, right?”

“Yes. He's a Satyr and he's my best friend.”

“A Satyr? With you looking like you do? Did he find you
when you were like twelve or thirteen and then he took your
virginity?”

“No. He never touched me like that.”

“Then he isn't a Satyr. At least not any Satyr I know. We
have Satyr in Wrilledell also and one had me when I was ten. Lured
me into the forest and that was that.”

“I'm sorry but Stiz isn't like that. What will this lady do
with him?”

“He's a Satyr, what do you think he'll do with
him?”

“I don't know, that's why I asked you.”

“You are an innocent, aren't you? No wonder that the Sheikh
paid all that money for you. You're still a virgin, aren't
you?”

“Everyone asks me that. What's the big deal?”

“If you'd had sex, you'd not ask that question.”

There it was again. Everyone knew about this
sex thing but me. “So what will she do with my friend?”

“Use him, display him for her own friends, then discard him
to the mines when he isn't of interest anymore. It's what wealthy
people do. It's their thing.”

“I didn't know that. I don't know any rich
people.”

“You had a Mithral. You're one of the wealthy
people.”

I hadn't thought of that. I didn't feel
wealthy.

“So who are you going to get first? It makes a difference,
you know.”

“I need to get Stiz. He's my best friend. I can't leave him
there like that.”

“Is Stiz the weak Man?”

“No, that's Al. Stiz is the Satyr.”

“He's your best friend? How does that work? Isn't he always
drooling over you or something?”

“No. He's not like that.”

“Okay, if you say so. If you want to get him first, then
you need to go Coldside and try to catch up with the caravan. That
isn't going to be easy. These camel don't move all that fast.” She
put the glass on the table, empty and then the table, chairs, and
all the food just disappeared. She fell to the sand and tumbled
over. “What the....?”

“It only lasts so long. Sorry.”

She got up, brushing herself off and then
stroking her ears a few times. “That was rather rude. Anyway, if
you go Coldside to get your Satyr boyfriend, then you probably
won't be able to get the one who went to the arena before he gets
killed. It's in a different direction.”

“He's not my boyfriend.”

“Okay, your Satyr-friend.”

“What if we travel day and night? Will we catch up to them
then?”

“Probably. She doesn't travel during the day. But you're
going to have to continue to go Coldside to get to the Mines of
Medbu, which is like three weeks away by camel.”

I was trying to picture this all in my mind.
So Al and Stiz were Coldside and Pyros was in a different
direction. “What about the one who went to this army camp?”

“Ah, that's a completely different story. That camp is way
out in The Brown Expanse, on the border of the Hopeless Wilds.
There are always battles taking place there. I swear it's where
they practice fighting each other to perfect it while at the same
time not destroying anything that's important.” She lay on her
blanket, put her hands under her head and looked up at the
star-filled night sky. “So what you have to ask yourself is this.
Who is more important to you? There is no way that you can save
them all.”

“They're all important” I said as I looked at my hands, a
feeling of dread falling onto my shoulders as if a heavy, damp
blanket had been laid there. “I want to save them all.”

“Not going to happen. Now, the one who was sent to the army
camps, that one is going to last a while because I do believe the
Sheikh said that she was a healer? Correct?”

“Yes.”

“Then they are going to make sure that she stays alive. The
Satyr? He's going to be okay also. He might even really enjoy his
time with the Lady Fatatjer. I hear that she is very, very
insatiable when it comes to sex and so, seeing that he's a Satyr,
he might not even want you to rescue him.”

“That isn't true. Stiz loves me.”

“Satyr don't love. They are incapable of that emotion. If
he says that he's in love with you, it's just a ploy to get you
into bed with him.”

“That's not true and I wish you would stop saying
that.”

“Why? It's true, isn't it?”

“You can stop talking now.”

“Okay.”

I had dreams.

No, that isn't right.

I had nightmares.

Deirdre was now at the table with the
others. While the others were busy eating my remains on the table,
she sat with arms crossed, looking at me because for some reason I
was sitting at the head of the table as well as laying out on the
table half eaten. She just stared at me and then she opened her
mouth and flies came out, thousands of them and they flew a me and
encircled me and I was swatting at them and then I was there, in
that open plain, the dead piled up around me. There were more of
them now and they seemed to be more every time I closed my eyes but
now Deirdre was standing there with the others and they looked at
me with such sad eyes and then they turned their backs on me and
walked away.

I yelled after them but they didn't
stop.

I tried to run after them but there were so
many bodies that I couldn't.

Then the people showed up, the glowing ones
in the white robes and there were less of them. Always one less
each time they appeared to me.

You will have to decide soon, one of them said.

Then six Angelicus descended from the sky and landed
between me and the glowing ones. They looked at me, nodded their
heads, then started to kill each other right there in front of me
until only one was left, a female, and she was all bloodied and
wounded, one wing hacked off. You cannot be allowed to chose. You will be
destroyed. There is no other choice.

I was awoken then and it felt like it was
only twenty minutes ago that I fell asleep. At least I thought that
it was twenty minutes but when I opened my eyes, it was bright out.
I shielded my eyes and saw the rabbit standing there, above me,
looking down at me with hands on little hips, her ears drooped
down.

“Time to move along if you want to catch the caravan going
to Qibys.”

I rolled over.

My chest still hurt and there was sand
everywhere, and I mean everywhere and how did it get in there? I
ran my hand over my face, took a deep breath, then looked back at
her but the glare of the sun was too much and I looked away. “I
haven't decided yet.”

“Either way, we need to get to the oasis. This evening if
we move now. And it's very possible that the Lady Fatatjer will be
still there.”

Stiz.

I didn't know what to do.

Of all my friends, I was convinced that Al
was the one in the most danger of dying. He needed to be rescued
first but he was so far away to Coldside. I didn't know what to do.
I stood, slowly. Something was being handed to me and it was my
sun-protectors, in the hands of Tag.

“Thanks.”

“You need to decide.”

“I know.” The camel were all ready to go. I took another
deep breath, felt the heat of the dry air in my lungs. I felt the
lose of Deirdre like a dead weight around my neck. “These mines. We
need to go to the mines and save Al.”

“Okay. That's a long way and he might be....”

“Don't say those words. I don't want to hear you say
that.”

“Okay.” She made the camel kneel.

“I have to go pee first.”

She looked around a moment. “There isn't
much in the way of bushes or such to go pee behind.”

“I don't care.” I pulled my pants down, squatted and peed
right there.”

“Okay, I guess that's as good a place as any, though I
would have walked a little away from the only other person here,
but that's just me.”

I finished and saw that she was looking away
from me. Such a strange creature.

“You done?”

I climbed aboard the camel and it stood
up.

“So we have to go to the oasis, which is more or less on
the way to the mines and also where we might find the Lady
Fatatjer's caravan.”

“Why the oasis?”

“Water for the camels. There aren't many oasis along the
way and so when we come across one, we need to stop and let the
camel drink.”

Sounded reasonable.

I rubbed my chest and winced from the pain.
My nipples were still sore.

“We're going to have to eventually get those off of you.
Anyone who sees that will know that you belong to the Sheikh and
since he isn't around, they'll assume you escaped and want to take
you back to him.”

“He's dead.”

“They don't know that. Not yet at least.”

The camel started to move. “So then how do I
get these off of me?”

“Can't you just wave your hand and make them fall off? What
kind of a goddess are you?”

“I'm not a goddess.” I looked down at my breasts moving
with the sway of the camel, the chain swinging in rhythm with the
motion. I concentrated a moment but nothing happened. Didn't think
that would work. I had learned that it was very difficult to make
things happen when they were that personal to me. It was as if my
magic didn't work when I applied it toward me. I didn't even begin
to understand why.

“So I'm going to assume that you can't just flick your hand
and make them fall off.”

“Doesn't work that way apparently.”

“Too bad. You can't go into the oasis with those things
hanging there like that with that chain.”

“Let's see what happens when we get there.”

“Just warning you.”

We rode for the rest of the day and about an
hour into the day, I fully understood why Tag didn't want to ride
during the day. This was horrible. It was so ridiculously hot. It
was never this hot at the monastery and it wasn't even high-sun
yet. How did these camel keep walking? If I were them, I'd stop,
roll over and make sure that the biped never got back on me again
until it was dark and cool.

A few hours later I knew that I was dying of
thirst and I welcomed it. I deserved to die on so many levels,
especially with the death of Deirdre. And if Tag were right on any
level, all the others would be dead also before I ever got to
them.

Tag brought her camel alongside mine and
handed me a flask. “Water. Drink up. You need to stay
hydrated.”

I started to drink it all.

She reached over and took it from me. “Not
all at once. It's still several hours to the oasis. Geez.”

“You said I needed to stay hydrated.”

“Yeah, but if you drink too much you'll get sick also. In
moderation. Do you understand that word?”

“Yes.” I eyed her. She was starting to become
annoying.

“Listen, I understand that this is all new to you, that
your friends have been scattered to the four winds and that one of
them was eaten alive by Minotaur, but you dying or letting yourself
be all self-pitying isn't going to help anyone or anything. You
want to save them? Then stop wallowing in guilt and figure out how
you're going to save them, starting with the one in the mines
because that place is heavily guarded and they don't take kindly to
people trying to free the slaves.”

“Thanks for the pep talk. That really helped.”

She moved her camel back to the front of the
line of camel and didn't say anything else for the rest of the
day.

Bitch.

Sure she was right but that didn't mean that
she wasn't a bitch. Before I had been upset that I had eaten all
those rabbits during my short life but now I was glad that I had.
This was worse than being lectured by Stiz about growing up and
acting more mature.

I hated it when someone like her was
right.

Made me feel like a real idiot.

 



When someone plans a trip, it is taken
for

granted that an important part of that
planning

is to know where one is going. However, it
has

been my experience that where one is going
is

not always where one ends up. It is this fact,
this,

shall we say occurrence, that is indeed the
most

important part of any plan.
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The flat desert started to turn into large
sand hills, which Tag called dunes, and we tried to walk along the
tops of them but some times that wasn't possible. So we'd go down
into the valleys and walk there for a while. The sun was starting
to set, casting long shadows in the valleys, the immense heat that
had been pressing down on me for hours starting to subside.

We crested a dune and there was this
oasis.

It was a patch of green in the tan of the
sand, campfires and lanterns starting to make their presence known
as darkness crept across the ground like a curtain going down.

Tag pulled up and we all stopped.

She stared down at the oasis for a while and
I did the same. There were people down there and I think I could
see a large pond there inbetween the tall, odd looking trees that I
had never seen before and the tall thrush bushes that swayed a
little in the slight breeze that pushed the stagnant hot air around
in wisps.

“Well that's not good,” Tag said as she rubbed an eyebrow,
then stroked an ear, something I noticed she did when she was
nervous.

“What? Looks nice to me.”

“Well sure it's nice but first of all, the Lady
Fatatjer has already
left. Secondly, Dagiel Balthial is down there with his slave
caravan and that is never good.”

Slave caravan.

I was beginning to not like anything to do
with slavery. “Why is that bad?”

Tag leaned forward onto the neck of the
camel and continued to stare down into the oasis. “Dagiel Balthial
makes the Sheikh look like a garden snake.”

I knew garden snakes.

They had them in the monastery and they were
rather harmless. I wouldn't have associated that Sheikh person with
such a ….. Oh. I see.

“It looks like a big place. I'm sure that our five camels
won't intrude on him.”

“Well, Dagiel seems to think that all the oasis he arrives
at are his and anyone else is an intruder and kicked out. New
arrivals have to wait until he leaves and he usually leaves the
waters dirty and the area fouled so that you have to wait like five
days or so for the springs to clean out the waters. I don't think
you want to wait that long. That would put the Lady Fatatjer's
caravan out of reach.”

“I don't want that. Why do I have the feeling that there's
a worse reason not to go down there.”

“Very astute. We're escaped slaves. That chain you
have?”

“Yes, you told me.”

“It makes you someone's property and seeing that Dagiel is
a slave trader, he'd have no qualms in taking the both of us,
putting us into one of his caged wagons, and selling us in The
Agony for a second time.”

“The Agony? What's that? A city?”

“It's a travesty is what it is. Yes, it's a city on the
Kingsware Rill a little Warmside of us and where I do believe that
you were sold the first time to the Sheikh. Ships from the
Kingsware Abyss come up the river and drop off their load of slaves
or captives and the whole city is a huge slave market.” She
actually shivered, then straighten back up and took a deep breath.
“So, do you think that your goddess powers can keep us
safe?”

“I'm not a goddess. Stop calling me that.”

“Was that a yes or a no?”

“Let's head on down there, do whatever it is that we need
to do, then move on to try to catch the caravan that my Stiz is
in.”

“You do know that the chances are good that we'll have a
fight on our hands?”

“Does it look like I care?”

“Nope.” She clicked and the camel started to move. “Not in
the least.”

The oasis was a little bigger than I thought
it was looking at it from above but in retrospect, it was actually
rather small for the purpose it served. The pond was a nice size
but there was only really two places that one could access it,
seeing that the thrush bushes came right out the bank of the pond
in most places making it impossible to get to the pond. There were
tents here that looked like they were semi-permanent and seeing
that by the time we got down there, the sun had set already, it was
lit nicely with rush lights and lanterns.

We came to the edge and there stood three
guards, spears in hand. They were of the race of Man, dark skinned,
shirtless, wearing what I took to be a skirt, a nasty looking
curved sword hanging from their belt, a headdress of exquisite
feathers. Tag pulled up a few prince's mark from them.

They spoke a language that was rough and
caustic, almost as if every other word was spit out to land on the
ground and die in the heat. Their eyes spoke more to me than the
words: anger, insolence, arrogant. I'd never heard this language
before and none of the books I read ever talked about any languages
from The Brown Expanse.

Tag spoke back, rather fluent in her
pronunciation.

The guards didn't seem very impressed.

“What do they want?” I asked.

“What I said. We can't enter until Dagiel Balthial
leaves.”

I looked a Tag, then looked at the guards
who were eyeing me with that Al look of fantasy and wishful
thinking. “Is that right?” I jumped off the camel and they didn't
seem very worried about me at all.

Big mistake.

Really big mistake.

Within a few seconds they were laying on the
sand, one of them with a broken leg, one with two dis-located
shoulders, and one with his own spear stuck up his butt, crawling
on the sand emitting a horrible sound. I motioned for Tag to bring
the camel forward. I walked out front and into the heart of the
oasis. There were quite a few people here walking around, splashing
in the water naked, or sitting in the tents eating or drinking.

I didn't see any caravan.

Tag explained that it was parked on the
other side, passed the outer edge of the oasis and away from where
the slave traders would sleep so that they didn't have to look at
the dirty slaves in their cages.

Three more guards approached me, spitting at
me with that language. I brushed them aside with ease with the
flick of a wrist. By now, people were starting to take notice and
the splashing in the pond had stopped. More guards approached and I
had to deflect several arrows and two spears that were sent my
way.

I stopped by the biggest tent and looked in,
frowning at the occupants who consisted of a rather fat individual
with a large mustache and fat little fingers. He lay more than sat
on a set of colorful pillows and around him were five rather
attractive females, all topless with the nipple rings and the
chain, feeding the fat one what looked like grapes and other fruit,
the juices running down his chin.

Several more guards tried to attack me.

They all suffered the same fate, all laying
on the ground writhing in pain or unconscious.

“All we want is to water our camel,” I said, trying not to
look at this indolent, sloven person. I spoke common with the hope
that he would understand.

“You have a rather strange way of asking,” he answered back
in a rough, provincial common.

“It's not a request.”

“I see. You do know who I am, right?”

“I don't care who you are.”

“The oasis is public land,” Tag said as she stepped up next
to me, whiskers twitching, one ear bent down a little. “You can't
just take it over.”

The fat one, who I took to be this Dagiel
Balthial, looked at Tag a moment with a wave of disgust, then
looked back at me. “Who is your master?”

“No one is a master of me.”

“Your slave chain tells a different story. Despite the fact
that you try to cover it up, your very firm and perky breasts tell
the truth.” He moved a little and the females backed away from him,
giving me, of all things, evil stares as if I was somehow
disturbing their lush life. “I saw you in The Agony. Bramed Craldan
bought you if I remember correctly. Where is he?”

“Dead. As are all those in his service.”

“I see. You know that such an action carries the death
penalty with it and not just an execution, but a long, drawn-out
torturous death that will last for weeks.”

I smiled at him and this seemed, for the
first time, to make him a little nervous. “And are you going to be
the one to take me in?” I looked around at all the guards still on
the ground, then back at him. “It appears to me that your little
army has already been vanquished.”

“Ah, but you see my lovely child, I have been doing this
for a long time....”

I felt the spells.... Yes, spells in the
plural, start drawing energy from the very air around him and knew
that there were at least two spell-casters back in the shadows of
the tent. I should have anticipated that but I wasn't all that
worried. I could see what spells there were preparing.

Spells started to scroll before me,
defensive spells to counter what it was they were about to throw
but I didn't want that. I reached over into the White list, pulled
out two spells that would work nicely, and cast Power Drain. I felt
the power of the two spell-casters start to enter me and it was an
odd power, much different than I had felt before. It was almost,
and I know this sounds strange, but it was almost as if it were old
power, dusty and full of cobwebs, from a time long ago when magic
was still new and there was no White and Black Magic.

I had to step back a little as I closed my
eyes, the flow of their power starting to increase. When I opened
my eyes again could see a mist, a bluish, greenish mist flowing
from behind the fat one, over him and into me. I started to see
images, images that I somehow felt were from the past, the far past
when Black and White Magic didn't exist, when it was all the same
magic and rare and powerful and yes, beautiful.

Then it stopped.

I heard two thumps behind the fat one and he
turned suddenly and looked back behind himself, made a sound that I
think was a curse, then turned back to me with his face far more
ashen then before. He pointed at me. “You're glowing.”

“That's what a goddess does,” Tag said with what I think
was pride in her voice.

“A....?” He fell off his pillows and prostrated himself on
the carpeted floor, head butting down repeatedly. “Most humble and
heart-felt apologizes, most reverent goddess. I am scum, lower than
the snake that slithers across the ground, the dung-beetle that
pushes around shit all day long. I am not worthy to bask in your
radiant glory.”

I looked at him then over at Tag as I
pointed a thumb at him. “What's that all about?”

“He thinks he's offended you.”

“Oh. Well, he did. We just want to water our
camel.”

He put his hand up without lifting his head
from the carpet, still banging it down repeatedly. “Take what you
need.”

“He's going to hurt himself if he keeps that up,” I
said.

“I think he's beyond that point really. I'll go water the
camel.”

I nodded my head as I watched for a while
longer as this Dagiel Balthial was still banging his head but at a
much slower rate and then he stopped and leaned back and his
forehead was all bloody and the females around him recoiled. I
shook my head. Must be the heat because these people here were just
plain crazy.

I walked over to where Tag had brought the
camel, those splashing in the pond having evacuated the area post
haste. “Should we set the slaves free?”

“That's noble and all, but I think you'd be doing them a
great dis-service. So long as they're with the slave-trader,
they'll have water and food. You let them go free and what do they
have? Most of them will die of starvation within a matter of days
and the others will turn to brigandry because they don't know
anything better.”

That made sense.

I just hated that they were slaves.

“Look, I can see that this is a problem for you but out
here, in The Brown Expanse? Slavery is a way of life. It's accepted
and expected. I can see that it isn't all that prevalent where you
come from but here it is and if you decide to take it upon yourself
to free all that we encounter, it's going to throw the entire
social order out of whack and cause untold problems.”

“How does freeing people cause problems?”

“Most of them are criminals of one sort or another or war
captives. They aren't nice people. Slavery is all that they're good
for.”

I was aghast someone would think that way.
“That's horrible. Everyone should be free.”

“Not really.”

I looked at her. What a terrible place this
was.

“Listen, if you want to free them all then go for it. I
mean, who am I question a goddess. We're going to be leaving here
soon enough so it won't bother me at all. But if you are going to
do it, wait until we're ready to leave in a few hours,
okay?”

“You are a strange creature.”

“I can say the same thing about you. You want to go get
something to eat? I'm sure that Dagiel Balthial has plenty of food
in his tent.”

So we ate.

He did have plenty of food and some of it
was very good. Some of it was just plain gross. Fried bugs? I mean
really? Why would anyone in their right mind want to eat fried
bugs? You could still see their little tentacles and antennae and
legs and yuck! Tag ate a lot of meatless things, which I was
surprised was here in abundance. She could eat a lot. It was like
watching Deirdre eat and that sparked all sorts of imagines of her
and I lost my appetite and wandered out to the pond, sat down and
looked at the reflection of the stars in the water.

I felt her sit next to me.

Sometimes people just couldn't leave you
alone.

“You have to let her go. It wasn't your fault.”

“But it was. She would have never been on that ship had it
not been for me so yes, it is my fault.”

She looked up into the night sky. “I lost
all twenty of my brothers and sisters when they came to our village
and raided it for slaves. It took me a while to get over the fact
that I was the only one to survive.”

“Twenty? You had twenty siblings?”

“That year, yes. Remember, we're rabbits. We tend to breed
rapidly. But anyway, I realized that if I continued to carry their
deaths inside me it was going to destroy me from the inside out.”
She looked over at me now. “That's what's going to happen to
you.”

“I can't just forget her. I can't do that.”

“You don't have to forget her. You keep her here, in your
heart.” She touched her chest. “But not up here.” She touched her
forehead now. “Up here it's going to make you useless because
you're going to question everything you do wondering if it's going
to lead to another friend's death.”

I looked at her. “I hadn't thought of that.
Thanks. Now I'm going to thinking about that all the time. That was
brilliant.”

“No problem. Glad I could help. So I found out that the
Lady Fatatjer left here a day ago. She seems to be in a hurry for
some reason.”

“You think she knows that we're following her?”

“Doubtful. It's not like anyone survived from the sheikh's
place to tell her. You made sure of that.”

Something else I shouldn't have done. I'm
sure that there were plenty of people there in that camp who had
done nothing to deserve to die like that. Stiz and Pyros and
Tzigana were right. I needed to learn to control my powers.... And
my temper. I could feel the Black Magic pushing me to lose my
temper. It was like it was a force all its own. I was under the
impression that with the withdrawal of Silvanus from my mind it
would stop all that but that was obviously a misconception.

“You zoning out again?”

“Huh?”

“You just kind of stare off into nothing every once in a
while. Is that something that goddesses do? Are you talking to the
other gods?”

“I'm not a goddess and stop calling me that.”

“Well then stop doing goddess-like things every day and I
will.”

“I don't do.... Never mind.” I got up, brushed the sand off
my butt and looked around. It was much quieter here now then when
we had first arrived. Where did they all go? Must be all this sand
and sun. Made them all odd. “Should we go?”

“Sure, if that's what you want. I've filled all the water
skins we have and the camel will be good for a week or
so.”

“You're telling me that those animals drank enough to last
a week?”

“Yup. That's what they do. It's why they're used here in
the desert and not horses. Horses would have a real problem. The
next oasis is about five days walk from here. I'm figuring that
we'll catch up to the caravan there. Then you can do your goddess
intimidation thing and get your lover back.”

“He's not my lover and I'm not a goddess.”

“Sure. And I'm not a rabbit. Shall we?”

We walked all night long again and it
certainly did get cold. I found that so hard to understand. It got
so ridiculously hot here during the day that I wanted take all my
clothes off and go naked and then a few hours after dark I was
shivering. This was such a hostile, inhospitable place it was no
wonder that the people who lived here were so mean and rude. If I
had to live in a place like this, I'd be rude also.

We walked until the sun rose high enough
that it was starting to get difficult to see without the
sun-protectors and then stopped. Tag started to set up a tent and I
watched a moment.

“Where did you get a tent?”

“I borrowed it from Dagiel Balthial. He's got lots of them
so I didn't think he'd mind.”

“Good thinking.”

“Can't you make a tent or something, like maybe a big house
every night, seeing that you're....”

“I'm not a goddess and stop calling me a goddess and no, I
can't just make a tent.”

“Have you tried?”

“No.”

“Then how do you know that you can't make one?” She never
bothered to look at me as she worked diligently to get the tent set
up. I wasn't sure how it was going to stand in all this sand. It
wasn't like she could just pound the tent-stakes into the ground
and they'd hold.

She had a point though.

I never did try to make a tent.

We always had Hundfanger's magic tent. I was
supposed to be an Artificer so why couldn't I make a tent like
Hundfanger's? How would I even go about that? So I decided I'd try.
I sat down, closed my eyes and thought about making a tent. All
sorts of spells started to scroll before me but none of them looked
like they'd be of any help. There was a shelter spell so I started
with that. I pictured in my mind what Hundfanger's tent looked like
and all that was in it. I felt power flow but not like it normally
did when I was casting and I opened my eyes and started to draw in
the air the outlines of a tent and holy mother of the goddess, it
actually worked.

A tent started to form in the air.

I continued to concentrate and watched as
the tent took shape before my eyes and then there was a yell, a
yell of panic and I lost the whole damn thing in a jumble of sparks
and broken fabric and then this pain hit my head as if I had been
whacked by a hammer or something.

Ouch.

I shook my head and looked around to see Tag
frantically trying to load the camel back up. “What's wrong? I
thought we were staying put during the day?”

“Don't you hear that?” She seemed very worked
up.

I listened.

There was a roar that hadn't been present
before but it wasn't a normal roar and I couldn't really place it.
“What is that?”

“Haboob! We have to find shelter now!”

“Shelter? What's wrong with the tent?”

“You have no idea what a haboob is, do you?” Tag was now
frantically leading the camel away.

“No clue.”

“Then climb up that sand dune there and take a look. I'm
taking the camel toward that rock outcropping over there. Maybe we
can shelter inbetween the rocks, hopefully.”

I watched as she struggled to get the
panicking animals to move. “Is it a monster or something?”

“Go look but don't take too long. They move really fast and
you need to get to rocks before it gets here otherwise you'll
die.”

Now I was really intrigued. What could this
haboob creature be that would frighten Tag and the camel so much
and why hadn't I heard of it? I'd read and re-read Srairgaks
Monster Compendium at the monastery but I don't recall any creature
called a haboob. I climbed the dune, expecting to see some large,
horrendously ugly creature charging toward me.

What I saw was worse, I was to learn.

I creature I could fight and kill.

This... This I didn't stand a chance
against.

It was a wall of sand that rose into the air
as high as the clouds and it was roaring, stretching as far as I
could see to either side. I could feel the beginning of the wind on
my face and as I stood there fascinated by this natural thing, I
realized that it was blocking out the sun it was so dense and I
swear that I could see horses in it.

Yes, I know that sounds really stupid, but
that's what I saw. Horses. Huge horses to be sure, like thirty
queen's mark high, racing at the front of the storm, as if the the
storm was caused by then and to me it appeared that they were
aiming right at me, their heads bobbing as they galloped for all
they were worth and bringing the wall of sand with them.

The wind started to pick up and I realized
that Tag was right. We needed to find shelter. I watched for a few
more moments because it was really fascinating to watch. I'd never
seen anything that massive before, the shear power and savagery of
it as if it were alive, the horses not withstanding.

I turned and ran down the dune as best I
could. You know, it isn't easy to run in loose sand, down-hill,
with those stupid slippers on that I was wearing but I made it and
caught up to Tag pretty quickly. “Will the rocks be a safe
place?”

“That all depends on whether there are caves or large
enough crevices that we can squeeze in.”

“And if not?”

“Then chances are we'll die.”

How nice. I really hated the desert.

A moment later, I hated it even more.

We were almost to the rocks and noticed,
even through the darkening sky, that these rocks look rather odd,
almost as if they had been made and not created when the ground
just collapsed beneath us. I mean really, there was this crack and
then a low rumble and then the ground slanted down and me and Tag
and the camel and the sand all went tumbling down into the darkness
below, all landing onto each other. Then that ground broke and we
slide down another twenty prince's mark or so before we all came to
a stop, sand everywhere and still pouring onto our heads, the camel
braying and generally making it very difficult to hear anything or
even to stand because they were panicking and kicking and then it
was like someone put the sun out because there was a roar and then
it went dark.


When starting upon an adventure where

the danger is previously known, it is
usually

wise to bring along several essential and
key

items. Two that I consider to be the
most

important are fear-induced reason and
some

type of hope for survival.
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Ouch.

“Well at least we're out of the storm,” I said as I tried
to extricate myself from the legs of the camel into which I was
entangled. I remember getting kicked in the head twice, in the
stomach once and in the butt once as we all tumbled down into
wherever here was.

“That's one way to look at it, but I'm pretty sure that I
have a camel hoof up my ass.”

“That would hurt.”

“You think?”

I rolled away from the camel who was trying
to get up. I looked at it and saw that one leg was bent at a rather
unnatural angle. Poor thing. I looked up. We had fallen probably a
good one hundred prince's marks, the slabs that had been the roof
of whatever this place was having cracked in half and allowed us to
slide down at a far more survivable rate of descent then had we
just fallen straight down. I could see through the hole above the
storm raging, as well as hear the wind howling like some demented
soul.

“Can you get this camel off of me, please,” Tag asked in a
voice that I could tell was full of pain.

I walked over, the light not very good in
here what with the sand-storm blocking out the sun. Tag was indeed
trapped beneath a camel that appeared to be unconscious and I think
she actually might have a hoof inserted where a hoof shouldn't
be.

I helped her get out and the camel came to
with a terrible moan at the pain it was feeling. Tag brushed
herself off and I noticed that she was bleeding from her head and
her fur was all matted down on her left side. “You're hurt.”

“No shit. You mean you aren't?”

“I don't think so. Just bruised a little.”

“Figures. You are a goddess after-all.”

“I'm not.... Sit down here so that I can heal
you.”

“Like a goddess would.”

“No, like a cleric would.”

“I didn't know that you were religious.”

I looked at her head and she had a nasty cut
there but that wasn't the wound that concerned me the most. That
matted fur was matted from blood and it appeared that it was still
leaking out of her. “I'm not. But I can cast their spells
also.”

“Because you're a goddess.”

I looked at her with pursed lips. “When are
you going to stop saying that?”

“When you prove that you aren't one.”

“Sit still.” I brought up the requisite spells, tweaked
them a little to better match what I was seeing and cast
them.

“With my people, only clerics can cast healing
spells.”

“Well we aren't with your people, are we?”

“No. Ow. That hurt.”

“Can you lay on your side?”

“Sure.”

I looked her over and saw that she had a
long, jagged cut along her side, from under her arm to almost her
hip, the blood oozing out from the bright red flesh. “How are you
even staying conscious with a wound like this?”

“It isn't all that bad. Is it?”

“Yeah, it's pretty bad.”

“But you're a goddess and so you can heal it,
right?”

“Yes and no.”

“What's that mean?”

“Yes I can heal it and no, I'm not, for the fricking
thousandth time, a goddess.”

“So says you. Ouch. Now it hurts. Thanks.”

“Lay still.” I started to work on the wound, having to
combine several spells together to get the desired effect. “How
long will this storm last?”

“The haboob? Could last for days. Ouch. You're hurting me
on purpose, aren't you?”

“Now why would I do that?”

“Because I figured out that you're a goddess and you don't
like that I did.”

“Did anyone ever tell you that you talk too
much?”

“All the time.”

“And you just ignore them?”

“Well sure.”

I stepped away from her and looked at my
handiwork. “That should work. It's going to start itching real bad
soon as it heals but you need to leave it alone or else it's going
to get infected.”

She lifted her arm and looked at the wound,
which ripped part of it open.

“You can't do that. You need to sit still for a few hours,
which I know is very, very hard for you.” I re-cast one of the
spells and the bleeding stopped.

“So what are you trying to say there?”

“Nothing.” I stood and looked over at the camel. “I guess I
should heal them also.”

“Why? They're beyond healing. Do I really have to sit still
for a few hours? I don't know if I can do that.”

“Yes and you have to or else it will never heal. And don't
we need the camel?”

“Sure, but who uses a spell to heal an animal?”

“I healed you.” I had to smile at that one.

“Oh, so funny. Like us Wererabbit never heard that one
before.”

“Sorry, couldn't help myself.” I walked over to the two
camel who were injured and they seemed in a lot of pain and wanted
to know why. I guess that healing spells should work on animals as
well as … Well, other animals. I brought some up from the higher
levels, frowned a bit at the vagueness of some of them, then cast.
The camel didn't seem to understand what was really happening, but
when the pain stopped they seemed happy and so I let them stand
there looking at me as if I was the new camel goddess.

Wonderful.

Was this the way the real goddesses became
goddesses? You were just able to help people and they assumed that
meant you were special? Could it be that the very same gods and
goddesses who were torturing me used to be like me? Wouldn't that
be something.

“Did you say that this thing might last for
days?”

“Yup. Longest one lasted almost a week but that wasn't a
natural one.” She looked up at the storm raging. “This one doesn't
seem natural either. Wrong time of the year for such a strong
one.”

“Could that Lady fatass have done this?”

“Fatass? Now that is funny because she has just the
opposite of a fat ass. Skinniest thing I ever saw.” She looked at
me as if appraising me. “You're actually pretty skinny also. And
yes, she could very well have done this to get us to back off. It's
very possible that her caravan wasn't affected by this and if
that's the case, then we aren't going to catch up to her before she
reaches her fortress of Qibys.”

That I didn't want. I needed to get Stiz
free so that he could tell me what I needed to do next. Tag sat
down, the grimace on her face telling me that the pain was starting
to register with her.

“Might as well sit down and wait it out. I can't believe
you actually healed the camel. That was very nice of you..... And
goddess-like.”

I shook my head. Was this what it was like
when the other used to talk to me? How utterly annoying. “What is
this place?”

“No clue.” She reached into a pocket and pulled out a
carrot and started to chew on it, the crunch echoing in what
amounted to a large chamber we were in. “They say that the heart of
the old Second Ogre empire used to be here in The Brown Expanse so
maybe this is part of that. Couldn't really say.”

“You don't find this fascinating?”

“Why? It's a bunch of rocks and walls and pillars and
yippee, isn't that so exciting.”

Why was it that I always ended up with the
odd ones? “I'm going to wander around a little since we're going to
be here a while.”

“Be my guest,” Tag said as she lay back on a slanted rock,
went to put her arms over her head, thought better of that move,
then crossed them over her chest and closed her eyes. “I'm going to
get some much needed rest.” She opened one eye at me. “Try not to
get lost 'cause I don't want to have to go find you.”

“Goddesses don't get lost.”

“I knew it.”

So I wandered around down here and you know
what? No, I didn't get lost. Geez, I'm not that bad. No, this place
was huge. It went on and on. We had apparently fallen into this
huge chamber that was lined with massive columns and it was longer
than any chamber I had ever been in before. I mean, it made the
dining room in the monastery look like a closet. I was surprised
that the entire roof hadn't collapsed centuries ago. We must have
just stumbled upon the weakest section and down we went.

So there were lots of side rooms and
ante-chambers, all of which were covered in lots of dust and dirt
but nothing that would identify this place for what it truly was.
If it was a part of the Ogre Empire of old, then they took
everything with them because.....Oh wait, there it was. Bones.

Lots of bones.

And so neatly piled up, almost as
if......

I felt it a moment before it struck me, an
evil presence that was putrid in its corrupt misconceptions of
life. I fell to the floor and rolled, my sword out and ready. There
were hundreds of them and where did they come from so suddenly? One
minute the place was empty and now it was full of little, green
creatures and oh, these were Goblins. Of course. Goblins liked
places like this.

I cast Dancing Flame and lit up the place,
which caused quite the distress in those around me and they
screamed this hideous moan of suffering as they covered their eyes
and cowered before the lights. How odd. It was just a light. But
there was no way that that feeling I have of evil was from these
little fellows. There must be something else out there....

I sent up Flare and have to admit that I was
rather shocked. There weren't just a few hundred of the little guys
here. There were thousands. And toward the end of the range of the
Flare, there stood an exceeding tall and fascinating looking
creature. He wasn't shaped like a Goblin. He looked like a Minotaur
in fact but had red skin, blazing eyes, a coiled whip that was
sparking at the end and horns that were at least eight prince's
mark long on each side.

What was that?

Never seen anything like it before.

He didn't look very friendly, either.

The Goblins, on the other hand, hadn't
attacked me yet so I figured that was a good sign. They just stood
there in a half-circle a few prince's mark from me and the Dancing
Lights. So I decided to talk to them.

“Hi. How are you all doing? Sorry we dropped in on you but
it really was by accident.”

One of the Goblin stepped forward a little,
cocked his head and pointed a bony, dirty, long finger-nailed hand
at me and spoke in a dialect of Goblin that I had the hardest time
understanding, his voice rough and guttural, as if he had a mouth
full of gravel. “You have violated our home and for that you will
pay.” Drool started to come out of his mouth which had awful pointy
and sharp looking teeth in it, several of them missing or bent and
I don't remember the other Goblins I'd encountered looking like
that. “You'll be a very tasty treat for us to feed on.”

Okay, so maybe they weren't
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