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Chapter 1 - The Silver Slopes
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Sound in a cave takes on a voice of its own. Rain from hundreds of meters above dripping
through the ceiling after a long journey from the sky, the hundreds of footsteps of insects masked by
the darkness of this mountain's deep system of caverns. And in this particular cave, the sound of
rustling and struggling of a young girl as she dreams in the night sounds more than all
A carriage rocks along an old trade route in the night, heavy raindrops strike against the thin
but strong roof enhancing the sound heard within. A small girl of four is held by her mother. Her
father smiles on the opposite seat as he watches his family embrace against the cold. Tangled in
thick woolen blankets, the mother and daughter share stories of summer months when they would
enjoy their walks in the woods. The girl stares into her mother's eyes and catches the shimmer of
the candlelit lamp glowing for them inside. All feels warm, peaceful, and safe for the girl
She has endured many journeys along the old roads that have lasted many more days, yet
she feels a sense of fear brewing inside her. As if all she has been feeling is soon to be lost. In that
moment, she is pulled back above herself and her family, as a spectator she looks upon this night
helpless to warn anyone. She can see herself calm and smiling in her mother's arms. Her fear
builds, but with no yet apparent reason she can't help but scream at herself. "Hear me, listen to me,
it's not safe,” she yells with all her might, but no reply is re ected on their seemingly content faces.
Looking around, she looks for a means to get their attention. Curtains, windows, and wood are all
that line the carriage in which they ride. Turning around, she nds herself against a door, the
window hidden by drawn drapes. Reaching for the handle, she attempts to open it as if it's meant to
be, but before she manages to push down, the face of a horrid creature lls her view. Scared and
shocked she stumbles back reaching for support, but nothing gives. An onlooker in an event she
cannot describe. The father pulls a dagger from under his garments and directs it through the
creature's eye. A strong kick knocks it out the door. Trees go by in the dark as the father looks out
the door, dagger in one hand, the other extended, holding his family in. Nothing but darkness lls
the night and the carriage continues as if nothing happened. For a moment, all seems safe and the
father turns to reassure his family. With his back to the night the last his daughter would see of him
is a curved jagged blade through his beating chest as he vanished into the night. Serenity can be
mistaken for shock when you see the man you love taken from you so abruptly you haven't time to
think. Time slows down as you watch his face reveal a tear as he lays eyes on his family one last
time before he is taken from them. As the moment fades and the unforgiving reality takes over the
mother and her daughter, they scream in pain reaching for the open door. Viewing this, she feels
less of a spectator and more of a victim. Crying and trembling, her vantage point changes as she's
drawn to the open door where she experienced such loss. As if she's being pulled out, her view of
the night is taken over by two large yellow eyes
In a sweaty state of panic the young girl awakens. A dream she is familiar with as her bed is
often crinkled and stained in the night by what she sees and feels in her sleep. Sitting up, she rests
over the edge to calm herself down. Her short brown hair drooping over her eyes. She's used to the
routine by now and sets off to begin her day. Dressed in a one-piece overlay that if not worn could
be mistaken for a sheet used to harvest olives. Yawning and scratching at her brown knotted hair,
stretching and pulling on her back and limbs that often feel the discomfort of lying on a makeshift
bed in the wall of the cave. She turns around to reorder the discarded cloths and sheets that make
her covers for the night. At fourteen, she has built herself into an independent and organized self in
the depths of the caves she reluctantly calls home. Tucked away in the heights of a chamber wall, lit
only by the dim ames burning below, her daily pattern starts and ends with one voice: "HUMAN," it
yells from below. Near enough, the only word spoken to her in all her years there. She turns around
and looks down to see a large goblin in the center stirring a pot above a re. Her purple hair that
only grows along the center of her skull was always the rst thing to see as she looked down into
the cavern. Earrings and bracelets of gold glisten up at her, robes and similar garments of stature
cover her body. An important gure in this goblin keep. Staring up at the human girl she gives a less
than subtle sign to get down and do her job. Abruptly, the girl scales her way down to the oor of the
cave and takes on her duties as she has done for many years before. Her chore, to cut and prepare
the ingredients for the Goblin Healer who owns her. A strange bond but one that the girl has grown
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accustomed to. The other goblins enjoy the entertainment provided by throwing the girl around and
forcing her to play games that inevitably result in her blood loss. The Goblin Healer is respected
among the ranks of the seemingly disorganized pack of goblins that dwell within these caves. She,
as one of a few females among them, demands her voice to be heard and feared. A measure she
enforces often and with that power the young human is somewhat protected from the abuse of the
other goblins. Though on occasion when the young girl has made mistakes in the service of the
Goblin Healer she has been offered to the others as punishment. A punishment that works as the
young girl has never made the same mistake twice
As she slices away at the simple ingredients plucked from the soggy ground of the cave, the
peacefulness of it all is broken by the crashing and banging of the pack's return. Their nightly raids
have ended, and their stomachs are growling. Their plunder is thrown in against the far wall with a
hard-to-see pride in their battle-scarred faces. An assortment of junk to any human that would nd it,
but to the goblins it was a mountain of wealth. Wood from carriages would build them a system of
forti cation within their mountain. The metal and tools stolen from local farms could build their
weapons and strengthen their armor. Their mountain of wealth grew larger each morning and so did
their structures closer to the entry of the cave. Yet for all their practical thievery, on occasion they
would return with something that captured all their attention. Gold! That mesmerizing element that
drives wars, power, and lust for even the most ambitiously intelligent species in Veles. The goblin
who would return with a bag or chest of golden coins would be praised amongst the rest and rise to
a position of power among them. The goblin with the most gold dictated the pack’s raids. The
system worked and kept them in check, though they didn't always return after their success.
Notorious thieves and jealous creatures, they would often steal not only from the humans, but from
each other as well. And violence and death were never misplaced in their proceedings
The young girl always grinned at the sight of her fellow cave dwellers' joy on return, but she
also knew that they would be hungry and that the stew she was helping prepare would be highly
sort for in a moment's notice. She hurried on to nish chopping and dicing before the goblins lost
their patience. She could see it in their eyes and even though she worked hard, she would never do
well enough to satisfy them. Her job is simple, but the challenge comes when she must take over. At
the rear end of the trail of eager goblins rushing through the tunnel was a group of three struggling
for their breath. The Goblin Healer knew exactly what was coming. Her position that gave her great
respect and power also came with a huge responsibility. Behind this group was a goblin unlike the
rest, three feet taller and wielding an axe larger than any goblin in the cave. Under his left arm he
carried a wooden chest. He had been carried from the eld of battle but refused to enter over the
arms of the other three. A serious gash to his right arm was trickling with blood making him weak.
Typically, any goblin that falls behind, is left behind. But this goblin wasn't like the rest. A savage
captain in their ranks and leader of the pack known for his complete lack of forgiveness for any
failures. A strong leader and relentless ghter, no one, human, goblin, or otherwise could stand their
ground and face him one on one, because Captain Gryrx was no ordinary goblin. In 625 ATD when
the Wars of the Divide began, the wars that reshaped the map and led to the birth of the ve
kingdoms, it was then that the rst goblins were born. Created by the enchanters as weapons for
the kings of the time, they were the rst true goblins. Pure and strong, unlike the dis gured rodents
of today. Born for one purpose, to bring war across the land.
For one of the kings, however, this wasn't enough. He wanted more, he wanted to win. A
power-thirsty king from the north, he possessed wealth and connections and persuaded the
enchanters to build him a tiebreaker, a goblin that no one could stop. Swayed by the challenge
alone the enchanters set to work on this creature. No one knows where or how long it took, but one
thing is known for sure, what they created should never have been. A Goblin Warlord rose from the
blood and twisted magic that created him. The enchanters decided to fuse his blood with that of a
Surtr giving him unrivalled strength and height combined with the goblins' natural thirst for blood and
violence. This made for the perfect leader of the northern king's armies. Or so he thought. Battle
after battle was swiftly ended by the Goblin Warlord, but he soon became disobedient. Con dent in
his abilities and with the loyalty of the goblins beneath him he turned on his king, killing him and
wearing his skull as a trophy. He swept the lands attacking and destroying the old kingdoms with his
legions of battle-hardened goblins until eventually the enchanters had to destroy their child of war. It
took great sacri ce, but they succeeded. The Warlord was dead, and the goblins dispersed taking
on a life of their own in the mountainous regions of Veles. The kingdoms were destroyed, and a new
era was born. But the Goblin Warlord's legacy continued. Through the generations of goblins, his
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twisted genes were passed down until nally, one of his last direct descendants, Captain Gryrx of
the Silver Slopes Region of East Urien would use his strength as commander of one of the land's
most successful goblin raiders
It didn't take long for the Goblin Healer to attend to his wounds and sew up the torn esh
extruding from his arm. The young girl was tasked with nishing making the pack’s stew until the
Goblin Healer could take over again. Con dent in her abilities, yet scared of more punishment, she
focused on the task at hand. The resulting stew was one even the Goblin Healer was impressed
with after a quick taste from her wooden spoon. Captain Gryrx sat on his stone throne, laced with
cloths and robes of his carriage-riding victims. The Goblin Healer stared the girl in the eye and
simply lifted her arm, nger extended she swung it round until it was pointing at him. Terri ed but
compliant, the young girl walked over to the wounded Captain. A bucket of water and cloth was
waiting for her and with trembling hands she proceeded to wash the dry blood from his arm and
clean the wound from infection. Her role is often to assist the Healer's efforts in stitching her
wounded goblins after a raid, but never before had she been trusted to care for the Captain. The
less-than-subtle grunts gave way to his discomfort at the idea of being attended to by a human. But
even he respected the wishes of the Goblin Healer
Food was ready and the hunger of the pack was obvious. Each with their assortments of
bowls in hand, they waited their turn. The Captain was rst to eat but never before a chosen taster.
He rose from his throne and took the bowl of a goblin in the line. Looking down, the lesser goblin
refused to make eye contact as the Captain scooped a portion of the stew from the cauldron and
gave it to the bowl's owner. It wasn't that the Captain mistrusted the Goblin Healer to poison him, it
was that he didn't trust anyone, and losing power over the pack led to mild paranoia. The lesser
goblin took a sip, and all was silent for a short moment. After surviving the test by not dropping dead
the Captain was content and the feast went on. As was the norm, the Captain was served rst
followed by any goblin who slithered his way to the front. The morning went on and their stomachs
were lled. The guards served and the cooks who were last to eat were now resting. The pack
enjoyed its victory of the raid, but the Captain had one more surprise for them. Around a corner he
led the pack to another room within the vast network of tunnels and caverns of their cave. His chest
from the raid was carried with him sportingly showing it off as the remainder of the pack entered,
loud and excited. With a grin on his face and a powerful victory roar he lifted the lid of the chest and
by the hairs on its scalp he pulled out the severed head of a nobleman and silence spread amongst
the other goblins. Noting their confusion and still bearing his cocky grin the Captain spun the chest
around revealing to all a bountiful reward of golden coins. The pack leaped with joy as they praised
their Captain. Replacing any lost con dence of his power amongst them he threw the chest into the
small room behind him spreading the gold along the oor as it joined a small mound of previous
victories. The treasure vault contained the most valuable of the pack's efforts in thievery. A small
room was guarded by two goblins and barricaded by a small wooden gate. With the pack satis ed
and their stomachs full they dispersed into the numerous passageways of the cave system. The
walls were silent once more as the goblins rested throughout the day ready for another night's
raiding to come. And it was now time for the young girl to continue with her chores
The caves offer little in the way of ingredients for the pot. The raiders sometimes return with
meat from the farms they attack, but often it's up to the young girl to scour the walls, oors, tunnels,
and cracks to nd enough to feed the pack. The dampness of the cave allows some dark-dwelling
life forms to ourish, but reaching them is often a tedious task. In her many years living in the cave
she has mastered her ability to climb and crawl through the thick of it all. Small tunnels that no
goblin could t through. She has mapped out the entire system in her mind and is more at home in
these tunnels than the goblins or the creatures she hunts.
As her hunt takes her on her normal trail around the old waterholes that forge narrow
pipeline-like tunnels, her attention is taken by a small creature quickly scurrying around a bend. Her
enthusiasm for the hunt takes over and she rushes after it on her hands and knees squeezing her
way through the tunnels. She was sure it was a cave crab; small, white, and blind but offering tasty
meat for dinner. Their legs are covered in hundreds of little bers that they use to detect the
smallest of changes in temperature, pressure, or air movement. Knowing this, the girl is aware that
she cannot waste time. She may be faster, but it is stealthier, and these passages offer no shortage
of cracks for the crab to hide in.
These hunts offer her brief moments of excitement and the joy on her face is evident of that.
Her heartbeat races in sync with her breath and her uidity captures her enthusiasm. But the
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expression is quickly turned to shock. The tunnel which she is in just shifted, a sudden and small
collapse where her body rests as if the ground below is drawing her in. Motionless her eyes jitter,
the feeling of being consumed by rock is terrifying. With one hand she attempts to move forward,
but the ground only gives way further. Trickles of water from the ceiling send chills down her spine.
Trapped and alone she sees no way out. She must take the risk as there is no going forward. With
two hands rmly placed in front of her she readies to hop backwards. A pause and a deep breath, a
moment to capture her courage before she goes. "1, 2, 3" she hops backwards and out of the ditch.
Landing on harder ground for a second when her knees touch.
A rush of relief ows through her body, but short-lived it will be. The entire section of tunnel
she is in collapses beneath her. For a moment, she's almost hovering as the rocks fall under her.
The opening below her is masked in dust as she falls quickly through ending in an unbraced crash
to the ground. Confusion and pain take over in the black cloud where all she feels are scrapes and
bruises from the falling rock that cover her body. The ground is cold on her skin, she thinks, as her
focus begins to return. Coughing still, she struggles for balance gripping whatever her hands can
nd. Wood and metal offer a familiar touch but not what her feet are now standing on. The dust
soon settles, and an unmistaken glow lls the room. The glow of golden coins shimmer in her eyes.
Never before has she seen anything more than a glimpse from a coin bag after the goblins' raid.
It's in that moment her awe turns to terror. There's a reason she has never seen more than
just a coin bag. The vault is off limits to her. Understanding the severity of her misfortune she spins
around in a panic looking for an exit. But the hole she fell through is her only way out beyond the
main gate and past the guards. The sound of the crash must have certainly been heard is the
thought that fuels her panic. Turning around, her mind racing she can't come up with a way out, but
then her panic shuts down, her face as white as the crab that got her into this mess. Behind her
stands her nightmare. Eight-foot tall with arms like tree trunks. Skulls of his victims decorate his
shoulder pads and battle scars compliment the savage expression on his face. The Captain is
behind her. A hand larger than her torso grips her head as she's dragged along the ground. Her
mouth held shut and her hands taking the load off her neck as she's being dragged, she can neither
scream nor escape.
She's been punished before but never by the Captain. He drags her to the main hall where
the Goblin Healer is sitting. At the sight of what is happening she stands quickly as if to help but
holds herself back as recognition of the severity of the situation sinks in. The Captain throws her to
the oor between them. Crying and in pain the young girl's eyes beg for mercy while her body stays
strong. Locking a gaze with her Goblin Healer her hope is lost as she turns away. For all her respect
she cannot stop what’s about to come. The Captain with no hesitation pulls his whip from his side
and draws his arm back. No mercy, no forgiveness, that is his way. Her strength persists for the rst
two, but quickly her will is lost as she breaks down on the oor. Blood from her back seeps down
her body, her vision becomes blurry as the pain sends her into a state of semi-consciousness.
Strike after strike she endures on the cold wet ground of the cave she calls home. Her cries echo
through great halls as her body is broken. Her eyes struggle for focus with her face now on the
ground. Her pain is surreal as she drifts in a place between dreams and reality. In her efforts she
manages a moment of clarity, a moment to see her Goblin Healer watch her, helpless to stop the
Captain administer his punishment on her, a moment of regret on her face before darkness takes
over, and all other memories are lost
When she awakens, her wounds are bandaged and her Goblin Healer is working on a
remedy to help the process along. It will take days before her back begins to heal properly, and in
that time the Goblin Healer never stops. Her disappointment is evident, but her care for her little
human keeps the young girl alive. Weeks go by and the young girl slowly regains her strength. Her
chores become routine once more, but her spirit never fully heals. Mistrusted again and alone in a
cave full of savages the young girl turns her contempt into rage. She does her chores, she does the
cooking, but she never forgets who they truly are, and for the rst time, escape is on her mind
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Chapter 2 - Escape
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The caves are a vast complex controlled by the pack. Her knowledge of them is strong, but
her ability to bypass the guards is halting her escape. It's been many months since the gold and the
whip and the girl's strength is more so than ever. Her routine now has a goal to its workings. A drive
she hasn't let down. Rocks have helped build her body strong for the ght she will win. Parchments
and books of the humans have trained her mind for the life she will build out there and her skills in
cooking can now carry her anywhere she goes. Nothing will stop her, her will is strong and her goal
clear
For many nights she has watched the goblins on the interior gate. Their routine is set but
predictable. The walls smooth and narrow. Her path is blocked, but she won't give up
As the morning dawns on Veles, a soft breeze from the morning air blows through the cave.
The young girl awakens and begins her routine. Now earlier than ever she nds time to build her
strength before the Goblin Healer calls her down to cook. The rocks build her muscles, her climbing
builds her agility. Day after day, month after month her training continues. It's not long before the
pack returns with another bounty and their stomachs growling for their food. But this time the Goblin
Healer will be busy. At the back of the pack there is a small goblin with a wound to his leg. No help
is offered from the others, yet this goblin managed to carry himself back. Immediately he is tended
to and the young girl takes over the pot. It is at this moment she sees her escape. A goblin with a
wound such as this one’s is unusual. They often don't return. However, a low-ranking goblin who
cannot join a raid will have only one position to ll. The guards on the gate will usually rotate every
day, but this one will be there for many until he is strong enough again to ght. Enough time for the
effects of a grot worm's blood to take hold. Small yet plump, the grot worms inhabit the cave offering
light to some of its deepest holes. They glow bright blue to warn anything that might want to eat it,
because within its blood is a poison that even a goblin could not stomach. Rare and small they are
hard to nd. One worm's blood will only be enough for one attempt so she must get this right.
After the meal is done and the goblins have returned to their pits to rest for the day the
young girl sets off on her mission. There is one place she is certain the grot worms would be. One
part of the cave that is deeper and darker than the rest. No goblin ever goes there, they have no
reason to and the route down there is treacherous. But this is her chance, her only way out. At the
back of the chamber, in a crack in the wall is a passage to the interior of the cave. This crack is high
on the wall, but the girl is con dent as she looks up visualizing her climb. The goblins are asleep
and her carer is collecting ingredients away from here. No one will notice as she scales the rock
face. All these months building up her strength are paying off. Carefully and slowly she grips the
rock. Some cracks are only large enough for two ngers that hold her against her death. Her toes
hold on tight anchoring her to the wall as she reaches for her next hold. The last part of the climb
will test her beyond the rest. A small extrusion in the rock forces her into an under-hang. Now
roughly 15 meters above the oor of the cave, one mistake will bring her falling to her death. A fact
she knows very well as she looks down taking in a big breath to settle her nerves. Looking back at
the extrusion in the rock she searches for a grip. Closing her eyes and bracing herself she reaches
over for it. Her bloody toes lock her in position, her muscles tight as she ghts gravity’s relentless
pull. It takes two long reaches before she's close enough to the edge to grasp the top of the
extrusion. A faint grin of relief embellishes her face, her red cheeks stand out amongst the dirt her
face is so used to, and her sweat trickles down from her head.
Only a small reach left, and she can make it to the top. Tensing up and locking herself to the
rock she extends one arm and searches for a grip. Her hand nds its place and she lets go with her
legs in an attempt to swing round and pull herself up. But as her body drops down and her weight
pulls on the wall, the rock to which her hand is locked onto breaks off. Her arm falls down and the
broken rock tumbles down to the oor below smashing as it crashes into it. Her eyes now wide open
with fear. All that saves her is her grip with her hand below as she dangles suspended by only one
limb. Catching her breath and coming back to her senses she turns her head up and reaches out
again to pull herself up. Finding another hold and locking her feet back into position she clings on
for her life and slowly nds the strength to pull herself up over the ledge. Without a thought she
collapses on to the balcony entrance to the passageway panting and drained. Her limbs oppy on
the oor as she tries to regain her strength. A few moments pass and she sits herself back up, looks
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down and then into the crack to which she almost died trying to get to. Standing herself up she
breathes in deeply as if to prepare herself for a new challenge to come
It doesn't take much for her to squeeze through the crack in the rock, opening up to a large
passageway heading down into the dark depths of the cave. Usually prepared for the dark, this time
she trusted the stories that led her here. In the early days when the goblins rst discovered these
caves, they had entered this passageway as well. Back then they used large platforms to reach the
entrance. And the entire passageway was lined with torches for them to see. The stories go that as
they entered the furthest reaches of this dark place, they awoken something. Something barbaric
even for them. It slaughtered the rst to venture down there and the goblins have never gone back.
She chose to not believe in such a creature or if it did exist that it surely would be dead by
now. Luckily for her, however, the torches she needed were still there. Using some int that she
always carried, it was easy enough to light the ame she needed to guide her way down the long
and dark passageway. There wasn't much to the surrounding walls, just the dampness that seeped
through the rock. The girl had never been here before, but she knew that this must have been an
old waterway and that at the end of it will most likely be a big drop. As she continued down, the
walls got narrower and a small stream of water owed below her feet. Unfazed, she continued her
way down until the passageway opened up to a cavern three times the size of her own. The higher
walls jagged but getting smoother as they reached further down, the oor swamped with a thin layer
of water. It seemed thick and murky but still as if nothing had disturbed it for years. Her ame only
reached so far, but the vastness of this new world was clear. To her right was a ridge with old
platforms creating a path down to the bottom. Along the way were ropes and buckets from the rst
goblins’ attempts to build a defended hideout deeper in the cave. She knew that if she were to nd
the grot worm, she would have to nd somewhere deeper and more enclosed than this cavern
The creaky wooden platform was holding for now as she edged her way down below.
Turning a corner, she could see where it led. A small opening in the wall, like a tunnel turning away
from the ooded oor below. This place is larger and more complex than she had ever imagined. A
fact reinforced as she reached the tunnel and let her ame light her way. The light does nothing to
reveal the depths of this new tunnel and there is no other path to follow. Time is running out as her
torch's light reaches the core of its material. The tunnel goes on and no new torches hang on the
wall. Her pace begins to quicken as she rushes to nd her prize. This single tunnel nally comes to
an end as it opens up into another chamber. This one however is different. Smaller and dryer than
the last, it holds remnants of a forti cation built by the early goblins who founded this place. High
wooden structures resembled the towers of the guards at the entrance to the cave. Crates and
tables and an old cooking re location felt more familiar to her own cavern. On one of the towers
was an unused torch she could replace hers with.
Finally, her ame shone once more, and her view of this forgotten place grew. Her curiosity
overtook her, and she continued searching. Perhaps she could make this hers, a place away from
the goblins who enslave her, a home she controls and could spend her days. The thought is
appealing, but she knows that for her to live freely she must escape this place once and for all; she
must nd that grot worm. The light from her torch reveals another opening towards the back of the
cavern. She knows it must go deeper and that’s where she will nd what she's looking for. The
opening leads to a large hall. Stalactites hang from the ceiling and the oor is littered with towering
pillars and broken rock. Untouched by the early goblins this must have been the extent of their
reach, she ponders.
Carefully and silently she makes her way down. The story of that creature enters her mind. If
this is where the goblins stopped digging, then maybe something forced them. Creeping through the
weaving maze of rock, the silence is broken by a crackling sound beneath her. Tilting her head
down, her shock sends her jumping backwards. The broken skull of a goblin lies in the print of her
foot. Her ame lights the rest of its body, or of what remains. Hardened skin connects the bones,
rugged leather armor shelters the torso. What clothes it had worn upon its demise were torn and
degraded fabrics now. There was, however, something else under its right leg, covered by dust. It
looked hard and metallic and caught the girl's eye. Reaching carefully and pushing the goblin's
femur to the side she saw a holster with a dagger half out. Bronze and slightly worn it could still
serve the girl's needs and increase her options of escape. The strap and holster did well to hold the
dagger in place on her thigh, hidden by her rags. With a new-found con dence and her torch still
bright she continued on her path. The remains of more goblins littered the oor and her pace
slowed. This is the perfect place to nd the grot worms, but something about this place scared her.
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It’s not the dead, nor the stories that tense her body up. It’s the unfamiliarity of this new and dark
place. All her life, all she's known is her simple cavern and the passageways she scavenges in.
Never before has she ventured so far away from her home, and never has she encountered a place
such as this.
Her objective is clear and her focus on it reestablished. Shaking her head as if to forget her
fears she carries on. Determined to escape she continues her search. Corner after corner she
winds her around this maze of rocks. Nothing heard but her footsteps and the occasional dripping of
water from above. That is until a new sound catches her ear, halting her in her steps. The sound
was simple but distinct. Movement by something large and it was heading her way. Breaking her
paralyzing reaction to its approach she scurries behind a large stalagmite and takes cover. Her
torch still bright and glowing, the creature's pace quickens as it closes in. The faint sound of heavy
growling echoes to her ear. Louder and louder the creature's steps shake the dust off the walls, the
girl's breathing quickens to follow her heart pounding in her chest. She can feel it getting closer until
… silence.
Confused and worried the girl's eyes scan around her. She knows it must be close and she
must get out of here. She nds her courage and peaks her head around the rock, but nothing can
be seen. Leaning over she rests her hand on the side of the wall for support, but to her disgust it’s
wet and slimy. Pulling her hand off she noticed the smell of rotting esh so foul that even in all her
years of cleaning up after goblins it churned her stomach a little. Flicking her hand of that wretched
gunk, the wall from which it came began to move. The terror that lled her to her very core caused
her face to turn pale white. Its leg upon which she leant upon was covered in esh. It stood over
eight feet tall, slim with long outstretched arms. Angry and growling at her presence the creature
ung its foot forward sending the young girl ying over the rock. Her torch ew out to the side
landing in a puddle of water extinguishing it and completely turning the cavern into a place of pure
darkness. Falling through the dark the girl could not brace her fall. Sudden and hard she crashed
into a rock and collapsed to the ground. The pain was nothing new and her body was still strong.
She recovered quickly and lifted her head from the dirt.
In this moment of darkness and to her surprise a soft blue light was shining from below a
rock. A grot worm, no bigger than her nger was directly in front of her. The blue light gave her a
glimmer of hope. The worm was what she needed to escape both here and her captivity. She
grabbed the worm and crawled her way back in the direction she had come from. The light of the
worm helped guide her way. The creature, however, had not forgotten her. Stamping around and
snif ng with its nose it was on to her. She crawled intensely on the sandy oor of the cave as if her
life depended on it. The only thing standing between her and the creature's claws were the towering
rocks of this desolate maze. The bones of the goblins gave her an indication that she was close to
her exit. The entrance to this place was far too small for this creature to pass through. But it was
closing in on her. She could now feel the thumping of its feet behind her. Keep going, faster, faster,
she thought to herself. The entrance is near, and her body now scratched and battered keeps on
carrying her to safety. At last she crawls through the hole, but just as her legs pass through, she's
pulled back by rough and long ngers wrapped around her leg. The creature's arm is all that
extends through the entrance pulling her back. Fighting its grasp, she kicks and pulls back. Her
other foot is digging into the ground to hold her back, but the creature is too strong. Panicked and
scared she remembers her dagger. Pulling it out of its case she takes hold and plunges it directly
into the creature’s hand.
A high-pitched screech lls the cavern as both the creature and the girl yell in pain. The dagger had
pierced through the creature's hand and entered into the girl's calf. With all her might she pulls the
dagger out and the creature's hand pulls back. She scurries away for safety away from the entrance
to the creature's cavern. Panting and in pain, battered and bruised, she is alive, and with her prize.
The grot worm is in her hand and still glowing bright blue. She laughs with joy at the prospect of her
escape. Picking herself up and using the worm’s soft light to guide her back she slowly makes her
way to her so-called home. Her wound is not too deep, and the blood has now stopped dripping.
Along the way she grabs a rope she will use to propel herself back down and makes her way back
to her bed. The worm will do well, and her plan will soon be complete. Her freedom is certain
Yellow eyes, screams, blood and metal. The girl wakes in a sweat once more. Her all-toofamiliar dream lling her mind with images she cannot fully explain. Her morning begins as have all
those preceded. Sit-ups, press-ups, rock squats and pull-ups on the cave wall. Her body is still
battered and bruised from the day before, but she is focused. Today is the day. Driven by the
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success of her endeavors deeper in the cave, her con dence and excitement express themselves
on her dirty, scratched face. Her plan thought through. The worm still wriggling and soon to be
drained. Today is the day
“HUMAN,” yells the Goblin Healer. Time to play her role. She climbs down from her bed high
in the cavern’s wall. Her spot beside the bowl is lled with some vegetables from the previous day's
raid. It isn't often that human food is brought back. Mushrooms and insects are the most the cave
provides. A pleasant surprise to the young girl's stomach. She will need her strength for her escape.
Time passes for the two as they chop and slice and cook. The raiders nally return from their night
on the roads. Armor and weapons, wood and metal, fabrics and clothes and a chest of gold carried
on the Captain's shoulder. A successful night for the pack but a bloody raid. They had stumbled
upon a guarded wagon coming from one of the nearby towns. The armor they brought back was of
high quality and polished to perfection. The weapons new and well crafted. This was no ordinary
wagon and the goblins suffered many losses. Of those who returned a sign of pride was prominent.
They had survived and for their victory the spoils would be plentiful. They had never attacked a
wagon of such high pro le before or so well guarded.
But for now it’s time to feast. The Captain approaches rst, picks a younger goblin and
hands him a bowl. The goblin drinks from it and grins. “Another night over and another feast for our
victory.” The Captain's words ll the room with victory cries from his pack. A hard-won night for all.
And so, one by one the girl serves the goblins. Their hunger satis ed and their bodies tired, each to
their own, they leave for their day's rest. Now is the time for the girl's plan to come to fruition. The
guards take their meal last. Always two on the inner gate, always two on the outer. The outer gate is
easily bypassed from the inside but guarded by the strongest of goblins who remain. The inner gate
is left for the stragglers and that is where her target will be. The small goblin with the leg wound
won't be replaced at the midday rotation after the night's raid. It usually doesn't take more than six
hours for the effects of the grot worm to take hold and they only eat in the morning; her only window
of escape would be daytime.
It had been a while since the Goblin Healer had used one before. A goblin returned after a
raid many years ago with an arrow through its chest. Yelling and wriggling it was impossible for the
Goblin Healer to take it out and heal the goblin properly. So, she grabbed one of the vials attached
to her belt and gave it to the goblin. It took nearly ve hours before the goblin was fully paralyzed
and unconscious, but the calming effect was nearly immediate. Soon after this, and when the goblin
was fully taken care of, the Goblin Healer told the young girl to go looking for another grot worm but
in vain. The young girl had never seen one before, only a description and of where they hide. So,
the one she nally did nd was a stroke of luck, a sign that it was most de nitely her time to leave.
After the last goblins had left the cavern it was time to take the bowls to the goblins on
guard. Walking up to the inner gate her heart was pounding, everything weighed on this simple act.
If the bowl ends up with the wrong guard, then all will be lost. Hiding behind a corner she cuts the
grot worm with her dagger and drains its blood into one of the bowls. Only enough for one, she
thinks to herself. The gate itself was a simple wooden structure stretching from one side of the
passageway to the other. Behind it was a small structure where the guards would rest. Two on
guard, one asleep and one on watch changing every few hours or so. The guard on watch could
smell the food coming. He turned and licked his lips with an eager desire to stuff his stomach after a
long night's guard. As the soft orange light of the ame lled his face the girl saw that this wasn't the
goblin she wanted. A moment of disbelief shocked the girl. Could her plan fail? Would she be
trapped or punished again? Will she ever be free? The questions echoed in her head as she
continued to approach the gate. The poisoned bowl in her right hand and a second in her left. The
goblin on watch reached out and the girl put out her left hand protecting her right. Eagerly the goblin
grabbed it from her and began to scoff it down walking back to the gate. Scanning the room for the
second goblin her eyes were attracted to a small movement coming from the structure on the inside
of the gate. A leg shuf ing, but not just any leg, the bandaged, still bloody leg of the wounded goblin
she wanted. Exhaling her breath in a moment of relief she makes her way over to her target.
Waking up and seeing its food had arrived, it reached out. The girl happily handed over her bowl of
freedom to the unsuspecting goblin and grinned as it wolfed it down. All the grot worm blood had
been consumed and all she had to do now was wait.
Hours pass and the two goblins had rotated. It was now the wounded goblin on the gate,
and he was looking drowsy. The girl was hiding herself in the shadows of the passageway waiting
for the moment she could make her move. A goblin from the front gate had already come and
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collected two more bowls and the midday rotation had been done. Her plan was in full swing and
she could taste her freedom. Taking a seat on the ground, the goblin on watch was falling victim to
the grot worm's blood. The time had almost come. She could see his eyes slowly close. Struggling
to keep them open he shook his head from side to side trying to ght the urge. But the poison was
too strong. He succumbed to its effects and collapsed over. This was her moment. The other goblin
was sleeping in the structure and the gate was now unguarded. Her dagger attached to her leg,
extra layers and food for her travels. This was it. Her independence. Her freedom. Running to the
gate she leapt over it not making a sound. Swift and excited she ran towards the outer gate. The
passageway was long, but the morning light was shining down glistening on the wet walls. The
sound of wind and birds, the smell of grass; sensations she had never experienced before were
ooding down on her. She could taste freedom in the air. But she wasn't there yet. The outer gate
was still guarded and by stronger more vigilant goblins. She had to be stealthy and bypass their
arcs
The entrance to the cave was a large hole in the mountain's side. Trees covered the sides
and large vines hung down from the top. The light was overwhelming even from this distance. Her
eyes, so used to the dark of the cave had never been exposed to this much light before. Squinting
from afar she tried to make out the route she could take. A large wooden gate blocked her way.
Much like the interior gate, it extended from side to side. Two towers on either side allowed the
guards to see far and defend their hideout. Their gaze, however, was directed outwards. On the farright side of the gate were boulders to which the gate extended. If she could climb over them, she
could make her escape. The two goblins occupied the towers. Bows and arrows were their weapons
and their aim ne-tuned for the task. She knew that she couldn't outrun them. She had to make no
sound. Hugging the wall to the right she made her way to the boulders. Some scattered rocks just
large enough for her to hide herself behind protected her as she planned her next move. The
goblins vigilantly scanned the area outside the main entrance. Still far from the boulders and with
open ground ahead she would have to be swift. One wrong move, one broken twig and her
punishment might be her last. She remembered the creature in the cave, the beating from the
Captain, the humiliation and the games the other goblins played on her. There was no question, this
was her only way, she must escape
Carefully and slowly she crossed open ground to reach the boulders. Every step planned,
every rock and wood bypassed. She wasn't going to fail. The boulders were closing in, only a few
more steps to go. This was it, she could taste her freedom at last. One hand on the boulder, then a
foot in place. She was there. The suppressed joy broke through with a smile on her face. No sound
could be made, but if she could she would scream and dance letting her body be ecstatic and wild.
But she kept her composure, she wasn't free yet. Reaching over the boulder, the light piercing
through the hanging vines, her vision was muted by a glistening bright white light. "This must be
what the sun feels like,” she thought. The sounds of wind and leaves, animals she had never
known. But it wasn't the pleasant sounds of nature that broke her wonder. Another sound was
closing in, a sound she knew well. The sound of metal pounding on itself. Coming from the distance
this sound grew louder. The goblins on the tower had heard it too and yelled to each other to get
ready. Bows drawn and arrows facing forward. Something was heading their way. One of the
goblins kicked a bell to his side still bracing and bow drawn. The sound of the bell echoed down into
the cave. A second louder bell was heard as the interior gate relayed the message. We're under
attack. The sound of the bell had never been heard before, but every goblin knew its meaning. The
girl was confused and horri ed that her plan was falling apart. She had come this close though and
wasn't about to give up
One foot above the other, she climbed the boulder in front of her, determined to escape. But
it wasn't until her head had risen above it that the true image unfolded. Armor and weapons upon
animals tall and strong bearing armor of their own. The girl had never seen anything like this before.
The riders of the four-legged animals must be humans like her, but she had no time to gaze. The
sound of their armor was loud as the riders charged at the gate. It resembled the armor brought this
morning by the pack, she thought. Arrows released from the tower hit their mark as some of the
riders of these strange animals fell backwards crashing to the ground. Arrows returned from the
humans sent one of the goblins falling to the rocks below. Chaos ensued. Sounds of goblins racing
for the gate were ampli ed from within. She had nowhere to run and nowhere to hide. Freedom was
ahead, but her path was blocked by the riders.
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At last, though, a small opening revealed itself. Her time to run had come. Throwing herself
over the boulder she landed on the other side. It was time to run and her battered legs carried her
with haste. It wasn't long before she cleared the vines and entered the world. But the world she saw
was too much. The light of the day blinded and disorientated her. Stumbling around and holding her
eyes to stop the blinding pain she crossed into the path of the riders and their animals. From one
side to the other the animals barely missed crashing into her. Her vision lost, the air lled with dirt
kicked up by the animals and the sound of metal crashing overwhelmed her senses, she could do
nothing but crouch and hold still.
Moments past and the charge of the humans hadn't ended. The orange haze of the dust
glowing in the morning light was all she could see as she peaked through the cracks between her
ngers. The thunderous sound of the animals’ feet crashing to the ground as they charged forth
gave her a sense of what was around her. But nothing could warn her of what was coming. In the
corner of the cave, on top of a tower the last of the two front guards had drawn his bow. His arrow
sharp and straight, his string taught and ngers ready as he mirrored his target’s movements like an
assassin in wait. The human to which his victim would be was charging towards the gate. One of
the last to arrive, he wore his armor proud. Chest out strong and sword up high he rode to his mark.
The goblin archer had an easy target. With his string bulging the very tip of his ngers, his target is
lined up. Deep breath in and one breath out his ngers extended. The string ung off his ngers and
caught the arrow’s rear sending it forward steady and true. The goblin’s grin followed as he watched
it y through the air towards the human.
As the human rode forward, his fate was sealed. The arrow that pierced through the air had met its
victim. A clean shot through the human's neck just above the armor he thought would be his savior.
His eyes widened to the shock of the metal that pierced him. A moment of doubt before the
inevitable reality showed itself through the blood that poured from his mouth. Eyebrows lowered in
sadness as the thought of death loomed in his mind. His body followed in the thought as it
abandoned all hope of progress. His limbs went numb and his back gave in. His body limp whilst his
animal continued on its charge. Its back trembling to the speed sending its rider ying back to meet
his grave. The human’s death was the last the archer would take as a similar fate awaited him just
moments after. But the girl was still paralyzed by fear and unbeknown to her she was now in the
path of the loose animal on which the dead human rode. The leather straps the human once used to
control it were loose at its side. Long and strong to hold the animal’s mighty power they found a new
purpose.
As the girl crouched down low the loop of the straps wrapped themselves around her dragging her
with them. The sudden force that fell upon her chest let out a massive burst of air from within her.
Her back was to the ground as the animal continued its path to the cave. Her body had endured
more pain through her life in the cave, but the shadow of confusion and fear was more than she
could bear. Frantic and panicking she struggled for control. It wasn't long before the animal reached
the entrance and the girl regained her vision. She pulled hard on the leather strap in an effort to pull
herself up, but the action caused the animal to halt suddenly. The young girl's body was sent
forward as if she were attached to the end of a whip. The strap still caught on her, jolted her back
and sent her crashing to the ground. It took only a moment for the girl to shake herself back to
focus.
On the ground, scraped and bloody she managed to pick herself up. Taking one look back at the
radiating dust cloud that had formed outside, terror struck her to her heart. Her legs bursting with
energy as she sprinted back into the darkness she is so accustomed to. Human bodies
outnumbered by the goblin dead. She continued deeper into the cave. Past the front gate and the
blood-stained corpse of her grot worm's victim, leaning against the wall as if still slumbering away.
The cries of battle echo through the passageways as metal meets metal and goblins meet humans.
The cavern she called home for so many years is rife with slaughter. Long, sharp swords slice
through the weak goblin armor sending their blood splattering on the wall.
The chaos of what she encountered was nothing like she had ever seen before. The grand cavern
was a battleground lled with goblins and humans, the torn bodies of their dead and the thunderous
cry of warriors from each side. But the sound of this scene was drowned out by the roar let loose by
the Captain as he entered the room. Goblins cheered as he plowed his way through the human
ranks. They closed shields in an effort to defend their formation, but they were no match for the
brute force of the Captain as he swung his axe. His tumultuous frenzy of an attack sent bodies,
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weapons, and armor ying across the cavern. The girl could only watch at the cringing scene of
death in front of her.
Apathetic to the chaos that ensued all around her, the death of goblins and humans alike
until a spearhead destroyed her world. As the Captain waved his arms left and right along the ranks
of the humans, his brutality sent one of the human’s broken spears hurtling to the furthest reaches
of the cavern. It was here that the Goblin Healer was taking cover yet still armed and ready. The
broken spear found its way to pierce her heart knocking her back to the wall behind her. As her
blood stained the damp wall she crumbled slowly to the ground.
The young girl, at the sight of what just happened, screamed out in agony. She ran around
the back of the human's formation and towards what could only be described as her mother.
Reaching her accid body, wrapping her arms around her in tears she couldn't contain her emotion.
The goblin, that for all of her tormented years in this cave, was the only constant that she could
relate to as a caregiver laid dead and bloody in her arms. The thought of her dream ashed in her
mind, the feeling of the father who was taken into the darkness lled her emotions with pain and
rage. The same feeling engulfed her as she looked down once more. With tears forming channels
through the dirt on her face she turned towards the Captain. Her nose snarled with enlarged
nostrils. Her eyes bearing the re of her rage as she stared at the goblin who took her mother from
her. Her hand reached down at her dagger as she stood up on her bare feet. The Captain to her
front still slaughtering the humans. His back to her front she sprinted towards him yelling with anger
with her bronze dagger clenched in her hand above her head ready to plunge it into him. She
summoned all the power her legs could provide and launched herself on to the Captain’s back
scaling his large battle-worn body up to his head. The Captain's reaction was swift and wild as he
swung his arms round trying to reach the creature upon him but to no avail. Her dagger, with both
hands gripping it tightly aimed at the back of his neck, hovered above her head before leaning
forward driving the blade into him. The bones of his C-spine splitting as the dagger forces its way
through. His body now broken in its collapse as it bared no life to hold him up. His axe fell heavy to
the ground as his goblins watched in disbelief at their Captain's demise. As his body fell, the young
girl held her position still gripping the dagger for support. When they reached the ground, she pulled
the dagger clean out of the Captain's neck to a hurl of blood that dripped off her face. With her
anger still raging she stabbed his body again and again. Her cries lled the room as the humans
now silent holding ranks to the shock of what they had just witnessed. The goblins hopeless and
confused, now leaderless and outmatched.
But the silence could not go on. The humans picked themselves up and regained their
positions. The goblins scurried themselves back into ghting order. Both forces charged at each
other with the girl in the middle still stabbing away at her near decapitated victim. Both the humans
and the goblins seemed eager to take the girl back with them, but the battle around her allowed no
one to reach out. Eventually, out of the ranks of the goblins a leader rose. Popular amongst them he
managed to amass some order amongst the depleting goblin ranks. They encircled the dead
Captain and managed to grab the frenzied girl. Screaming and yelling, her dagger waving, it took
three to contain her. The new leader walked up to her in anger, but with a sign of gratitude hidden
on his face before hitting the girl with the back end of his sword to her head. Darkness fell on her as
she passed out. Glimpses of trees, rocks, and birds escaped the dizzy blur that was her vision of
consciousness. The goblin leader ordered a tactical retreat to a cave beyond the nearby slopes.
This was a second cave used in the past to offer a more secure hideout when the pack needed it.
The humans had defeated what was left of the goblins and ransacked the cave. It was now time for
the goblins to establish a new hideout. And under the command of their new leader they would
rebuild their bounty of gold, one raid at a time

Chapter 3 - A new life
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The subtle drips of water lling puddles around the room are enough to echo loudly through
the walls of this new cave. A damp air condenses on her body, trickling down through her bloodstained hair. Naked and exposed, the girl now hangs by her ankles by a rope from the ceiling of this
small room. Her body baring marks from her cave-dwelling life she failed to escape. Knees and
elbows show the result of her chore of hunting through the narrow passages. And her back, the
scars given to her by the eight-foot tall monster that now lay dead on the ground in the cave before.
But the girl knew nothing of what befell the cave she once knew. Unconscious and bare, her new
world began with the brittle chill of icy water being hurled at her from a bucket now dropped to the
oor. The startling shock of freezing water ignited her nerves sending chilling pulses down her body.
Her breath shocked into overdrive as her body ghts to stay warm. Startled and freezing she
wriggles on the rope that supports her trying to grasp an understanding of what has happened. As
she twists around, the goblin that woke her stands smirking at the sight of her. Still panting and cold
she asks to be freed. But the goblin does nothing. “Let me down,” she yells causing the goblin to
leap forward grabbing her in her spin and holding her still. His long pointy nose near rubs along her
face. His foul-smelling breath wafts on to her. Kneeling down, his small skinny body takes position
next to hers. “This is my pack now, human,” he says with a proud and decisive tone. “These are my
soldiers and they need feeding. That is your only purpose now.” Nostrils ared and eyes wide open
she keeps her calm. The life she once knew was now over. She had no Goblin Healer to protect her,
she had nothing but the pack to torment her. She had nothing. The goblin now stood drawing his
short sword from its sheath. Rope in his aim he sliced through it sending the girl crashing to the wet
ground. Curled up and afraid he left her there to suffer.
The room she awoke in would soon become her prison. Her new routine was similar to her
last, but this time she was under guard. The small room was gated off and locked after the morning
meal. In the evening she would be set free to search the cave for food and to prepare the
ingredients for the morning's feast before being locked up again. This cave wasn't as large as the
last and required only one front gate guarded by two archers as before. And now a guard was on
her making sure she wouldn't escape. Sometimes the goblins would bring back human food that
provided some variety to the less-than-plentiful cave-dwelling creatures and plants. This cave was
warmer than the last. The heat allowed water to condense more easily and the frigid snow above to
melt through, making this cave a damp and humid place. A persistent smell of rotten eggs lled the
air and no matter how long she had been there the smell would continue to revolt her. The goblins
on the other hand didn't seem to notice all that much and cared little for the atmosphere of the cave
they now occupied
It was morning yet again and the pack were returning. The ingredients prepared last night
consisted of mushrooms, rodents, some cave crab, and other herbs found dotted around the cave.
Her pot was boiling and the ingredients ready to be thrown in. Her guard watched her and enjoyed
the occasional shove with his foot as if to say, “get a move on” but truly just for the pleasure of the
harassment. It took close to an hour for the stew to be ready and just in time for the pack's return
with their usual bounty of weapons and wood, clothes and metals. Their new leader Slearm held
bags of coin in each hand and the cocky smile of victory he enjoyed so much. A standard-sized
goblin yet thin and non-intimidating by any means; his station founded on his wit and opportunistic
behavior. His reorder of the pack allowed him full control and management of all within it. Much like
Captain Gryrx before, he used brutal punishments to instill discipline and obedience. But unlike the
Captain's more distant approach, Slearm preferred to look his victims in the eye as he used his
blade to pierce the skin. More precise than brutal he knew how to in ict pain and he enjoyed to
watch
The night's bounty was placed in the growing pile and the coin put in the new vault. The daily
taster appointed by Slearm would taste his food before he gobbled it up like he hadn't eaten in days.
The system was much like before and the girl's routine was set. Nearly a year had passed in the
repetitive daily cycle that was her life in the humid, egg-smelling cave. Her dreams a constant
reminder of why she wanted to escape. Her memories of the mother she lost to the Captain that
tragic day played on her mind each night and morning as she lay on the oor behind the guarded
gate. And for the rst time in her life, she missed the life she once knew
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It was evening once more in the cave and the gate was opened. She knew her task well and
so calmly left her room for the hunt ahead. This new cave had few tunnels to crawl through and she
soon mapped them out in her mind. The day before she had seen some small rodents hanging
around in one of the larger tunnels. She decided to search it more thoroughly in the hope of some
much-desired meat for the morning's stew. It was always her least favorite as the smell of rotten
eggs grew stronger as she went further in. Crawling deeper and deeper she saw no sign of the
rodents she was hunting, but the smell of eggs was now very strong. The thickness of it was
causing her to cough, so she knew she was too far in. It was time to get out and nd tomorrow's
food someplace else.
Turning around in this narrow tunnel, her knees and hands slipping on the damp oor, she
manages to see the light of the cavern at the end. Her struggles gave her a new-found strength
allowing nothing to phase her. Through every punishment and every injury, she could handle herself
and her emotions well in this wretched place. And as she crawled her way further back to the
entrance of the tunnel, she saw the creature she came for. A small furry rodent no larger than her
hand. It was hugging the wall to her left and scurrying back up to its hideout. Determined to catch it
she thrust herself forward gaining speed as she crawled on all fours. Closing in, her eyes focused
on its movements, trying to see its next move. Ready for the strike the girl pounces forward openhanded landing on the ground. But her hands were empty. Quickly looking at where it must be, she
noticed its tail quickly disappear into a small hole in the wall. It wasn't getting away that easily she
thought to herself, and so without a moment's hesitation she reached into the narrow hole just
barely wide enough for her arm. Searching around for a moment she ended her struggle with a grin.
It was hers at last and locked in her grip. But her efforts hadn't ended yet. With the creature now in
her grip her hand was too large to pull back through. Try after try she pulled her hand against the
small hole hoping to squeeze it through but no luck. Her dagger was lost the day she killed the
Captain and so nothing she held could break this rock. Scanning around the oor she saw a rock
just larger than her st. Wiggling around she managed to grab it with her legs pulling it towards her.
She wasn't going to lose this rodent no matter what. Looking closely at the surrounding rock she
aimed carefully so as to avoid her arm. The sounds of her smashing echoed through the tunnel
grabbing the attention of the guard, but he did nothing to warn her. Again and again she smashed
rock to rock until something gave way. The sound of the crack had a motion to it. Pausing to listen
she heard it move from the wall to the oor. Something was wrong and she knew it too well.
A potent burst of air whooshed through the crack that formed. The ground beneath her
moved as the rock split apart. But before she could think she found herself falling through.
Memories of the whip she endured ashed in her mind. The hard ground she met was warm and
dry. But her memories of gold bore no resemblance to what she fell into. The room was dark as the
light from the cavern could not reach. The smell of eggs was stronger than before and her coughing
nearly too much to bear. The only tool she had was the int she carried on her. Tucked away in a
pocket she had fashioned in her rugged sheets she called clothes she pulled it out. Hand over hand
and int set to spark she pushed forward with the scrap of metal that would light her way. But what
she expected of a minor spark became a ball of re reaching up through the crack. The guard took
note and called for the human to return. With the room dark once more and the smell of eggs now
less she climbed the arid wall back to the tunnel and out to the cavern. Her rodent long gone and
burn marks on her clothes she was lucky to be alive. “What happened?” asked the guard, but she
could offer little more than a spark of her int as she had no words to explain it. Annoyed yet content
he let her go. With no food to show for her efforts she carried on with her chore. By the end of the
evening she had amassed enough for the morning’s stew. But the event she survived was one she
could not forget
Lying in bed all she could think about was the re. Could this air be her salvation? Could she
control it and burn all who did her wrong? As she drifted to sleep that night her mind pondered on
the thought of an escape. This could be her salvation at last and a way to reap her revenge. It had
been a long time since the battle in the cave, since she took her rst life in a bloody and savage
way. If she could, she would slaughter every last one of these goblins. She wanted more, she
wanted them all to pay, she wanted them to burn. The vent she opened fed into the main chamber.
The next morning when she woke the smell of eggs was stronger than ever. She worried as she lit
the re, fearing what happened to her could happen again before its time. But little did she know
that the foul-smelling air that could save her from this place could also mark it as her grave. The
goblins could not smell it and nor were they affected by it. But the girl was human, and the air she
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now breathed was poisonous. Every moment of that day bore the effects of that air. Her eyes
watered and she felt nauseous. As the day went on her state worsened. By the end of the day she
had to ee to the furthest part of the cave.
Typically, food is scarce, but at least she could breath. As her guard followed her on her
chore, her symptoms began to wear off. Her mind and body now as before she had spent many
hours hiding from the air she released. But it was now that she could nally think. This poisonous air
was her way out. But there was not enough. She needed to nd a way of lling the main chamber
up so that when the goblins returned she could watch them burn in the cave they called home. She
could watch Slearm's skin melt off his horrid face and she could nally be free. Her plan was simple,
and she could do it tonight. That evening after leaving the depths of the cave she returned to the
main chamber. Several passageways were dotted around, and they needed to be shut. One by one
and with broken rock she walled them shut. Her guard was none the wiser as she was nearing her
goal. The last one was that which would be her key out of here. The smell was strong and her eyes
near drowned in her own tears. She didn't have much time. With broken rocks she walled off the
tunnel's reach and crawled out of there. Now the air had only one way to go, back to the main
chamber where it would build. The evening was over and her task complete. With little food to show
she returned to her locked room. She covered herself well this night. With a wet cloth over her face
she drifted off in slumber, all the while hoping for a brighter tomorrow
As dawn began to break beyond her view the morning was closing in. Her day began as all
the rest, but today she had an objective. In the center of the main chamber was her large pot. Wood
and rag were to be her fuel and water lled not more than half the way. Her guard watched as she
chopped and diced. By now the re should be lit, but she knew it was not time. The smell was
strong, and her eyes were drooping. For the day of her escape her heart should be racing, her focus
clear and her body strong. But this air was now taking its toll. Fatigued and bearing pain in her head
she needed to end this soon or tomorrow might not come. Hours passed and the re was still not lit.
The guard was getting anxious as mealtime was his as well. He walked over to the girl and grunted
pointing at the unlit wood. She could not respond with much more than a "soon, soon, it needs more
time". Displeased he walked off towards the main gate looking for his pack's return. The girl saw this
as a moment to rush back to her room where the air was cleaner as her mind was slowly falling
behind, her balance impaired, and her vision blurry. Time was running out. With her rag to her face
she breathed in deep. Worried and weak she pictured the Goblin Healer, the moments when her
body was broken, and she would care for the young girl. She remembered when her days were
easy, and her life was comfortable. All the years she suffered at the hands of the goblins left only a
few memories that the girl could look back on, but almost all were moments that she and her Goblin
Healer had shared
The walls echoed with the sound of the pack's return. Their cries of triumph spread through
the tunnels like the air that would mark their end. The girl rushed back to her position behind the
large pot in the main chamber. The pack came rushing in with scores of bounty. The pile grew larger
and so lled the room with goblins for their food. But as the pack settled down, excitement was met
with confusion. Slearm quickly noticed the lack of ame under the pot, the food not boiling and the
girl, standing behind it with a grin across her face. His confusion turned to anger as he hurried his
way to her pushing his soldiers out of his way. But before he could get close enough to grip her
throat with his hands, she pulled the pot back drenching herself in the freezing water it contained.
Startled by the girl's actions Slearm dropped his haste. But what he couldn't see was the int the girl
hid under the brow of the pot. With eyes locked on her captor and a proud smirk on her face she
readied her re starter. Slearm's eyes widened as he knew something was wrong. With metal at the
ready she scraped her way to the top of the int. The sparks ew off and high into the chamber's
belly. As every goblin to ll the chamber watched, their eyes lit up as the ames that would be their
demise began to ll the room. The soaring heat burnt their eyes before they could blink.
The girl now out of sight had climbed into the upside-down pot for shelter. The cries of
burning goblins bombarded the metal of the pot amplifying them to her ears. She could not help but
laugh with joy as all around her death was lling the room. The tunnel that led out was quickly
walled off with bodies as goblins tried to escape. The airborne re had died out, but the clothes and
esh of the goblins was still alive with red ames. It took time for the cries to end and the pot was
hotter than she was comfortable with. It was time for her to leave. Upon lifting the pot, she was met
with the horror that she had caused. The smell of egg was replaced with burnt esh. The walls
singed and the bounty now a pile of soon to be ash. The bodies of her victims littered the oor and
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the chamber was lit by their burning bodies. Her pride was apparent, and she took her time to bask
in her victory.
Looking down she saw what was her captor lying on the oor with his hand extended
towards the pot. His last moments were lled with rage as his rule was to be ended by a human girl,
a fact she knew well as she looked down on him. But it wasn't over yet. She could hear the
footsteps of the guards in the gate rushing her way. No doubt the guards on the vault would be
closing in as well. She ran to the tunnel that led to the gate and hid within the bodies that blocked its
way. The guards arrived with terror in their eyes to the scene they were bearing witness to. They
climbed over what was left of their pack and entered the blazing chamber. Crawling her way up and
over she was met with a breeze of fresh air. Her time was limited, and the light outside would surely
blind her. As she made her way to the exit the light of day glimmered off the walls. She paused for a
moment to tear some fabric off her clothes. She wrapped it around her eyes darkening her view.
The gate was unguarded, and her exit was clear. Her freedom won and her life anew. She walked
into the light with a tear in her eyes as her life, a life that had been riddled with pain and captivity,
would now be hers, and hers alone.

Chapter 4 - Urien
“I must keep going,” she thought to herself even though she didn’t know where she was and had
been running for what seemed like a whole day. No matter where she ended up it would be better
than where she had come from
These new surroundings are strange and disorientating. The air was cold and dry and the
ground barren, dusty and arid. The cave she left was high in the mountain and her quickest path
was down. All around is a thick white cloud trapped by the mighty mountains that pierced the sky.
Whilst letting gravity quicken her pace, she rushed down to atter land and soon started to see
further into the distance. Behind her are mountains and in front is nothing but sand and dust. Vast
dunes and dried up basins seemed to be all her new future would offer. The further down she ran
the dryer it was, but the more she could see. Finally, something catches her attention that she
desperately needs. A small stream was trickling down the mountain and for the rst time in her
memory she saw the colors of life. In the depths of the cave, the light was only provided through the
orange hue of re. The creatures and plants that lived there had little need for color and beauty. But
in front of her life thrives in the brightest of tones
Throwing herself down onto the soft green grass that was wrapping itself around the stream,
she drinks and laughs. She knows she can't stay long. The path down the mountain left a trail and
the goblins that didn’t burn could soon be following her. But she can't resist her new discovery. After
quenching her thirst, she plucks some of the grass from the loose ground below her. With
admiration in her eye, she places it in her mouth and begins to munch down on it, immediately
spitting it out with a strong distasteful look on her face. The bitterness of it lingered in her mouth, but
this new world was seemingly unending and her hopes were still strong. This is only the beginning
and there is so much further to go
There is nothing familiar about this new world and her plans had ended once she left the
cave. She knows deep down that this vast wasteland isn't all the world has to offer. The goblins
sometimes would bring in human vegetables and materials. If only she could nd them, if only she
could nd someone like her. Undeterred she continues on her journey. The mountains now on her
right and the wasteland to her left, nothing would slow her down
Hours passed, although her concept of time was somewhat misshapen, she knew that
daylight was coming to an end. With the light fading, she's now more adjusted and she can remove
the rag from her eyes. In the cave, she would have a torch and could feel her way around the
narrow tunnels that she memorized over countless ventures for food. But out here, in the open
world, she would be lost. Deciding that if she were to survive the coming night, she would have to
nd shelter and hide as best she could. Still, on the mountain’s edge, she looks for anything that
she can crawl into. Eventually, under a pile of boulders, she nds her home for the night. A dug-out
hole leading under the rocks was conveniently a perfect size. She crawls her way in and moulds the
oor to her liking. A soft uffy material lines the walls and acts as an insulator for the cold. But with a
smile on her face, she knows this night, in this dry and smelly hole, would be the rst night of her
new life
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As the morning creeps in and the rst hints of the new day’s light shine down into the hole, her eyes
begin to open. But this new day was not to begin as she had hoped. In front of her and leaning into
the hole is a row of savage teeth just inches from her face. The hole in which she lay was not hers
for the taking. Growling in front of her is a beast she's never seen before. A snarling nose and
piercing orange eyes, this beast did not expect to nd its meal come to it. With blood around its
nose from the nights' hunt, it was clearly still looking for more. With her legs further down the hole
and her arms wedged between her body and the wall, there is little she can do. The fear in her eyes
grows as the creature continues to sniff the human in its home. Trying to stay calm and not let fear
get the better of her she wiggles her way towards the creature. If she can push it back, then maybe
she has a chance. With its nose inside the hole, she nds her moment. Releasing one hand just
enough she punches the creature in its nose startling it and forcing it out. Her chance to get out is
now even more evident as the daylight rays come ushing in. Partly blinded by the light she crawls
her way out and runs aimlessly across the land. With her rag around her wrist, she quickly fashions
it around her eyes and once more she can see properly in the new days’ light. Behind her the
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creature whose home she stole is shaking off the attack on its nose but quickly catches sight of her.
With not much energy left inside her, she runs as fast as she can.
This landscape is arid and harsh. The ground rough with hard earth and broken stones and
her feet bare to feel every step. The only life around are the thousands of prickly bushes that turn
the path ahead into a maze of options. Zigzagging through them, dodging boulders and scraping
past branches and thorns she runs for her life. The creature behind her is built for this environment
and swiftly closes the gap. With two long hind legs and tough beaten soles, it leaps its way across
the desert terrain. One after the other these unforgiving bushes pass her by. The creature is almost
upon her and there’s nothing around and nowhere to hide. This maze she’s in keeps her guessing
and the thought of dying now, after all she has done to win her freedom, starts to weigh in on her.
But just as her dreams began to fade in front of her she is taken off her feet and comes crashing
down to the ground in a cloud of dust. All around her are the tall legs of a creature she has seen
before. The humans that attacked her rst cave were riding these things and now two stood in front
of her. To her left two boots hit the ground and come walking towards her. Disorientated and
struggling to see she is picked up and put on her feet with her cloth pulled over her head. This
human looks at her and starts speaking in a tongue she has never heard before. But just as she
begins to focus, she sees those teeth she had been running from. The beast hadn’t stopped and
leapt out of the bushes wrapping its jaws over the shoulder of the human in front of her. The
creatures she had crashed into panicked and ran forward, pulling a carriage along with it. In the
chaos that ensued, she escaped through the dust and away from the screams of the human who
took her place as the beast’s feast
Having narrowly escaped death once again she knew that this new world wouldn’t be as
welcoming as she had hoped. Feeling weak and light-headed she slowly makes her way through
the continuing maze of prickly bushes. They stand almost twice her height obscuring anything for
her to navigate with. And for the rst time since leaving her cave, she feels scared and alone

.
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Taking shelter under the dome-like structure formed in the belly of these bushes she hides
from the blistering sun. In her weakened state, she cannot continue much longer. Her lips now dry
and cracked, her shoulders red and blistered and the patterns on her ngers now lled with the dust
that is this place’s only image. All she can do is rest and let the light darken once more
In a shiver and panic, she wakes. The temperature outside is colder than she ever thought it
could be. With the sun now gone there is nothing to warm her fragile body and nowhere to rest for
the night. But as she crawls from under the bush, she is met with a soft white light bouncing off the
ground. With no clouds in the sky, another light shines down on her. A bright distorted object
surrounded by thousands of smaller lights lls the night sky. It oats in the darkness above, shining
down on the land for all to see. Further to her right and only just emerging, another giant light shines
down. This one seems more distant but larger. More of an orange hue and equally misshapen. With
all this light and her rag removed from her eyes, she can see much more than before. She knows
that with the daylight gone for the night she can travel much further. Looking around she can see
the shadow of a distant object dominating the ground. With the large bright object now in front of
her, she follows the source of this shadow. It isn't long until she's free of the bushes and can see a
familiar sight. The shadow was from the mountains she once called home. Far from where she
escaped the day before but nonetheless a familiar sight. Since leaving, she had been met with
nothing but pain, suffering, and fear. A distant nightmare compared to the salvation she dreamt, and
all too similar to her life in the cave. But her freedom was hers and she was never going back. In a
hasty motion, she turns to the left, keeping the mountains on her right and with determination in her
stride she marches forward. Nothing would stand in her way, nothing would stop her and no one but
her would dictate her life anymore
As the daylight slowly lit the sky once more and the shadows of the mountains grew closer
to their base, this new day was about to change everything. In the distance, she can see the
shimmer of a new light. This light had a motion to it and ickered endlessly. Unlike every other light
she had seen since leaving the cave, this one was on the ground. Moving closer, the source of this
new light was becoming more apparent. And nally, settled at the foot of a mountain was a sight that
she could not believe. A body of water so large that the end was beyond her view. Her wonder kept
her from moving, but soon her desire to drink overtook her. Running fast she throws herself to the
edge. Filling both hands with clear, playful water she takes a moment to admire it before bringing
her hands to her mouth. The replenishing fresh cold water owing down from the mountains and

18
gathering in this small lake. Further down it continues to ow into the distant horizon broken only by
more tall though unusual mountains. To her, this lake is the largest body of water she's ever seen. A
sign that this world can offer more than just desolate wastelands and endless struggle and pain. The
day was young but now slowly reaching its hottest hours. This oasis in the desert provides her with
all that she needs. The water is fresh and quenching. The banks ourish with plants and owers of
all kinds. Bugs and little creatures under every stone and leaf. This is a paradise she has never
known and it's all hers. She spends the whole day exploring, tasting and discovering new meals.
These avors were unknown to her for so long and her stomach is desperate even after the third
feast of lizard with a side of bugs. It doesn't take long for her to begin experimenting and trying new
combinations. She learns that the slime found on some creatures is bitter and dangerous. Just a
little makes her feel tired until the effects wear off. She learns that if she opens up some of the more
prickly plants that their juices are sweet and lling. There is so much to learn and so much to see
and she has all the time in the world.
Nearly 13 days have passed since she rst left the cave and nearly that since she found her
paradise. With the wood from the bushes, she has already constructed herself a home. Some plants
allow water to drip off them seamlessly as they were dressed with thousands of tiny hairs. These
allow her to make jugs and bowls so she can travel further in search of materials. She discovers
which rocks can be used to make re and which creatures need cooking and which not. Her new life
provides everything she needs, but there is one thing that she still longs for and doesn't understand
why. Back in the cave, she had a purpose, a goal. She was to free herself no matter what, a thought
that took over all others. In the cave before that, she was bonded to the goblin healer which gave
her a sense of belonging and as odd as it may seem, a family. But with her new-found freedom
came loneliness. She is nally able to do whatever she wants and to go wherever she wants to go,
but with the shackles of her past life nally broken she is now without a purpose. Who is she and
where does she come from, where does she now belong? The night is settling now as she marvels
at the glistening light off the water’s surface and a cool breeze in her long brown hair. Her world is
now beautiful and liberating, but her mind is now lost and full of questions. No one to ask and no
one… just no one, no one but her
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As time went on her knowledge and routine in this new home of hers becomes more netuned. She knows the cycles of the day, the stars in the night sky and the direction of the strongest
winds. She knows where the shadows fell from the mountains beside her. The sounds of the wind
on the water, the critters along the banks and the avors of all she can nd. She had truly mastered
her new existence until that is, a new sound that lled the air from across the water. Sitting in front
of her new home these sounds grip her attention forcing her to her feet. With her eyes now well
adjusted to the brightness of her new surroundings, she gazes across the water in the direction of
the sound. Further down the lake, where the mouth opens up into a owing river, the two sides of
land are narrow enough to see the other side. The sound reminds her of when the goblins would
return from a raid and their metal armor, weapons, and pots would bounce off each other and ring
throughout the cave.
She didn’t know what to expect or how she would escape if her fears were true. Leaving her
new home, she runs towards the bushes to take cover. Through the branches, she can see over the
water's edge. The sound was getting louder and the water between the two sides is shallow and
easy to cross. In the distance, something emerges from over the edge on the other side. The sight
of it sends a pulse of terror through her body. Two large horns rise above the ground, twisting and
spiraling as they get thicker and thicker. Soon the head of the creature from which they are
protruding breaks the skyline. All thoughts run through her mind as her heart begins to hammer in
her chest. But as more of the creature is revealed her emotions turn from terror into confusion and
curiosity. This new creature is small and coated in a thin layer of fur. It has two long ears and a
patch of long hair swaying on its neck. Below that she can see the cause of the noise that alerted
her to its presence. A metal bell hangs from its neck ringing with each step. Her body begins to relax
as more of the creature was being revealed with each new step, but before it can fully reveal itself
another appears from behind it.
Before long, more and more start to appear as they all rush down to the water’s edge for a
drink in the heat. She begins to smile and enjoy the sight of now hundreds of these weird and
wonderful creatures that are blissfully unaware of her presence. But emerging from behind them

was something else. It stood tall and covered in many dark rags. In one hand it holds a great staff it
seems to use as a guide to direct the other creatures. Getting closer though it is clear what it was. It
was a human, a human like her. But this human is much taller and stronger. With dark skin and a
hairy face, this human looked far different from her but a human none the less. Where did this
human come from? Were there more and if so would she be accepted? She has to know, she has
to nd out. But she remains wary of the human. If she revealed herself now she could lose
everything. In the safety of where she hides, she remains and observes. The creatures continue to
drink and then eat, making way for others in a perpetual cycle. And as they enjoy the nourishment of
the water's edge the human sat and watched in the shade of one of the many tall trees that
ourished alongside the water.
The day is coming to an end and the daylight begins its fall, back down to the edge of the
horizon. The human nally stands up and looks towards his creatures. He whacks his stick on his
hand, yells at his creatures and begins to walk back in the direction from which they came. One by
one they follow their master's call until soon the bank opposite hers revealed nothing but their
footprints in the sand. As she watched them disappear over the edge she realized that she had no
choice but to follow. This could be her only hope to nd out her past and who she is. All she had
built here she must leave behind. Her existence was here but her life was elsewhere, and now she
knew the way. Without hesitation, she sprints back towards the home she had built. She doesn't
need much for the journey and throws some bugs and plants into a bag, picks up a closed-off jug of
water and runs back out. The water near the crossing is shallow and slow owing and allows her
easy passage to the other side. As she breaks the brow of the small mound of sand where the
creatures rst appeared, she takes one last moment to look back at the home she had built for
herself. One day she might return, she thought to herself, but now she has a more important journey
ahead of her
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Through the disorientating terrain, she can trace the broken ground left behind from the march of
hundreds of those creatures. The smaller bushes all lay bare as the unrelenting mouths of the
creatures stripped everything that they could reach. The endless sea of chewed up branches makes
it easier to see further through this now dryer desert. The path she follows is taking her further away
from the mountains that comfort her. She can only hope that where they lead will offer her what she
seeks. As the evening continues its dominance over the land it becomes harder and harder to see
the last few creatures through the branches. The path beneath her begins to blend in with the rest of
the broken earth beneath her feet and the constant treading on warm, squishy droppings left by
them becomes more of a marker to feel than a sight to follow. But soon the landscape begins to
change. The ground is harder and the bushes less abundant. An assortment of large boulders lay
out of place in this otherwise featureless terrain and from around the corner a familiar sight. The
orange icker of res’ light glows in the center of a large opening. All around are the shadows of
fences and rocks. Near the re is a wooden hut, domed and protected by wooden beams, it looks
like the home of the human she follows. Not wanting to go too near she takes cover in the larger
boulders that look over the structure. From here she can watch as the human guides his creatures
into an enclosure built solely to contain them.
With the creatures now safely put away the human walks over towards the hut where
another human is eagerly waiting. She looks down in amazement as this new human looks much
more like she does. Standing slightly shorter than the other, with short black hair, dark beautiful skin,
and large white eyes that even she could see from up on her boulder. The human’s clothes were
cleaner and well maintained and hidden under them seemed to be two enlarged bulges on its chest
that the other human didn't have. This human was much more like her and the excitement that
enthralled her almost sent her off her perch. At last, in front of her was someone she could see
herself in. Someone who could perhaps tell her who she was and where she came from.
As the night went on, she watched the humans gather around the re. The one human like
her brought out the food and offered it to the other. 'That must be their Healer, a female human' she
thought with great satisfaction as the familiarity brought her happiness and comfort. 'If she looks like
me then I must be a female human too' she thought, drawing on the only social structure she knew
of, that of the goblins. At last, an answer to one of her many questions. Growing even more excited
she gazes in amazement down on the human couple looking for answers. Before sitting down the
human Healer went into their hut and brought back something unusual. It looked like a human but
was much, much smaller. It needed to be carried in the Healer’s arms and made an annoying noise
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as they moved closer towards the re. The Healer sat down and placed the little human’s face on
her chest. For no apparent reason, a ood of emotions gripped her at the sight of what was
following before her eyes. This one act brought forth a word from her past and with it a rush of
intimate and overlapping emotions of happiness and grief. This word was ma. Dropping back into
where she was hiding she felt a tear run down her cheek. Maybe it was for the mother she lost and
the life she once knew before the goblins, or maybe it was for the Goblin Healer she saw die before
her very eyes. Lying down, the night’s lights partly shining through the cracks in the rocks she
pondered on its meaning. Now more than ever she felt alone and lost, but yet, there was hope
nearby, and they were surrounding a warm re just meters away from this night’s shelter

.
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The next morning the air was warmer than usual. The rocks she sheltered in for the night had
soaked up the daylight’s heat the day before and gradually released it, warming the air around
them. As she awoke, her feelings from the night before lingered in her mind. But this was a new day
and she had much more to learn. Her bag contained some morning munching and her thirst was
replenished with water from the lake. Looking down at the humans she wondered what else she
might learn today. The daylight was peaking over the mountains in the distance and she could trace
back from where she came. Her height on the rocks gave her a great view of the land she had been
living in and for once she could see much more than the barren desert and endless sea of rippling
sand.
Some of the mountains were white on the tops and further to the left some had large trees
and green slopes. These slopes led down into an open plain lled with even more green of all
shades. She had to see more, there had to be more. Climbing out of her hole and around the other
side she can see large cliffs of orange ground dropping down into a valley too low to see from her
vantage point. Further to the right of those cliffs, she can see something else, something much
further in the distance. The shape is familiar, but the distance distorts her view. The shape is similar
to the large wooden towers that the goblins used in the rst cave. With distaste and anger, she turns
her attention elsewhere. Following the cliffs, to the left, she started to see the owing river emerging
from the valley she cannot see. It ows far into the distance, fading into the shimmering horizon. But
along that horizon and oating above it is the unmistakable silhouette of two stone towers. They too
look like the outer defenses the goblins used but much larger and made of stone. Startled by the
realization that goblins live all around her she steps backward with horror on her face. This is not
the world she wanted. She will not go back or let herself be captured by them again. She had a
home near the lake and no goblins anywhere to be seen. She had to avoid them at all cost and this
place was far too close. Standing on top of the boulders she slowly turned around to follow the river
back to the lake where she would be safe. But as she turned and faced the rising daylight she
realized she was not hidden anymore. Looking up at her from down below was the human Healer

Chapter 5 - Purposeful
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The intrigue expressed by the human's gaze catches her off guard, but she soon drops herself to
the face of the rock she now stands on. Peering over the rock she allows just enough of herself to
see. The human had clearly seen her, there was no hiding now. Would she attack her? Would she
chase her away and keep all answers to herself? But just as all manner of doubt began to embed
itself inside her the human looked up with a smirk and then walked back into her hut. Confused but
curious she hesitantly got closer and closer. Climbing down the boulders and watching at each
interval she didn't know what to expect. The entrance to the hut was now just a stone’s throw away.
Exposed and open to the surroundings she proceeded with caution. When close enough she rushes
to the side of the entrance to obscure her approach before peaking in.
The hut was built of interwoven branches, wrapping around stronger supports. The walls
were lined with animal skins and the roof gave way to the cool breeze through carefully placed
vents. Along the far wall was a bed with more seating around the sides. In the center, a large log,
carved into a bench upon which the human sat. She was caring for the little human and enjoying the
noises that it made. Looking in the girl stood amazed. Only daring to peek with one eye through the
entrance she watched as the human, aware of her presence, continued to care for the little one.
Slowly looking up the human smiled at the girl in her doorway. With an abrupt retreat, she turned
her body and pressed her back to the wall. Her eyes wide open and her chest rising and falling with
the haste of her breath. From inside the human spoke in a soft and gentle voice, but her words were
lost on the girl who for so long had only heard the croaking and grumbling of the goblins’ tongue.
But the tone was soothing, and the human was comforted by all she had seen. She slowly peeked
once more and the human grinned and continued to care for the little one.
Slowly but cautiously she walked into the human’s home looking around to understand this
new world. The human looked up, smiled and continued to speak in her language. The girl looked
back at her confused and seemingly lost in her amazement. She moved towards an inner wall to
make sure her back was not exposed to the door. The human looked at her and seemed to
understand the girl's confusion. She rested the little one on the bench, wrapped in a cloth blanket,
and from a sack pulled out a small black object. She looked at the girl and offered it to her, but the
girl did nothing. To show her that it's safe she eats the object and pulls out another. This time the girl
reaches out for it and does the same. The object was sweet and savory, dry yet sticky and full of
avor. This act alone made her feel more comfortable and accepting of the human's intentions.
It's not long before she settles in and is shown the rest of the human’s home. Though she
cannot understand the human's language she learns that her name is Kamaria and the little human
is Ayo. She did not have a name to share as all she had ever responded to was the word human. A
word she knew was not her real name and now knew that she was not the only one. For the rst
time, she thought about her own name, but no memories or ideas came to her and so she
disappointingly had nothing to reply with. The hours passed by and she learned all she could from
her new surroundings and for the rst time, from her friend. The evening closed in and Kamaria was
preparing the evening meal. The girl's interest in sampling new avors was clear and she enjoyed
sneaking a bite at the ingredients Kamaria was preparing on the table. Kamaria knew but with a
smile allowed the girl to pick. Ayo was enjoying the new company and giggled as the girl poked and
ruf ed his hair. A young boy laughing and smiling whilst the girl satis ed her curiosity of the little
human
With the daylight coming to an end she could hear a familiar sound. The sound that brought
her here the day before was slowly getting louder. She looked at Kamaria, who responded by
placing her open hand on her heart and a joyful smile on her face. She did not know why but this
gesture comforted her and replaced her initial feelings of restlessness. Soon after rst hearing the
dangling bells that hung from those creatures' necks the human who commanded them walked
inside. At rst, he seemed confused, but Kamaria quickly walked over and relaxed him with words of
their own tongue. She did not have a name for the girl, but she introduced the man as Kojo. A tall
and strong human with scars along his arms. Walking over to the girl she looked up with slight
discomfort in her stance but was soon put at ease by a smile and a gesture. Kojo had put his hand
out and his palm facing upwards. Unsure of what it meant she repeats the gesture and looks back
up at Kojo. He smiled and proceeded to place his hand above hers and with a soft and gentle
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motion, glazed his hand along her arm and off her palm. This was a sign of greeting amongst his
people and the girl smiled and felt welcomed by them
Kojo was earlier this evening than the night before and began to help Kamaria with the
preparations. The girl continued to play with Ayo and the evening went on into the night. As the
glowing object and all the little lights lled the night sky, she enjoyed her bounteous meal. The
human family was loving and caring, feelings she had never truly felt from another being. The re
was warm, and the day was good. Soon the family prepared for the night and so the girl picked up
her plate and returned it from where it came. She walked over to Kamaria and Kojo and hugged
them both before walking towards the rocks where she slept the night before. Tonight would be
different than last night. Tonight she would fall asleep knowing she was not alone, and that
tomorrow, unlike any other before would be a day with friends
As she woke to the morning light her face was warm and happy. Reaching into her bag she nibbled
on the gathered snacks from the lake she still calls home and looked out at the rising daylight. The
bright object that lit the night sky had fallen over the horizon during the night, but the larger one still
oats in the morning sky. It's bigger and so slower she deduces and sits back to enjoy her view over
the land; legs kicking over the edge and a smile on her face. The familiar sound of metal bells
jangling and donging echoes against the rocks as Kojo takes them on their daily walk. An early start
to a long day but he paces on and waves as the two share a smile. Looking down at their home,
Kamaria looks up and greets the girl calling her down to join her. With a bounce in her step, she
jumps from one boulder to another until she lands on the hard-worn ground below.
Kamaria is inside, caring to Ayo on their bed. To her side, a dark maroon fabric was draped
over the edge of a bed she hadn't noticed the day before. After attending to Ayo, Kamaria picks him
up and walks over to the girl. She looks the girl in the eyes and wears a smile that only a mother
can show when looking at her child. The girl looks up at Kamaria, relaxed and eager to spend
another day with the family. Kamaria then lifts one hand and points to Ayo and voices his name. She
then points at herself and does the same with her name. The girl is confused at rst as she learned
their names the day before, but then Kamaria's hand moves towards her. A thought lls her mind, a
thought dared not expressed in case she was wrong. "Nia" says Kamaria with her hand pointing at
the girl. The emotion she suppressed could not be contained any longer. She knew the meaning of
this action and laughed with joy. HUMAN was the only word she knew to call herself, but now she
bore a name. She held her hand open on her chest and repeated the word. "Nia" she said with
slight hesitation as if still afraid she misunderstood. With a nod and a smile, Kamaria had given her
an identity she could call her own.
Still ecstatic she watched as Kamaria walked over to the other bed. Placing Ayo down, she
swapped her child for the maroon fabric that rested upon the well-kept sheets of the bed. With the
fabric draped over both arms, she walked over to Nia and presented it to her. Nia held the soft and
light fabric in her arms and knew instantly what they were for. Kamaria was wearing a similar piece
and began to show her the different layers and how they are worn. In her excitement to nally wear
something other than her rough and dirty rags, Nia quickly began to pull them off. But before she
could Kamaria stopped her and let out a little laugh. With both hands, she gestured Nia to wait and
proceeded to pick up Ayo and leave the hut. As she walked out she pointed at some shoes by the
door and with one hand she gestured Nia to continue before leaving her to herself
It took some time before Nia revealed herself, but Kamaria was more than joyful to see her.
More than just one thrown-on-fabric, this garment consisted of separate layers. A trouser layer that
was loose and airy in the desert heat. A top layer that wrapped itself around her shoulders and tied
down around her waist. And on her feet, she wore leather shoes with soft padding under her soles
to protect her feet as she walked along the hard and hot ground. These were small things to any
human in Veles but to Nia, these clothes, these people, and her newfound name meant the
beginning of a life she had never imagined
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Kamaria later offered Nia the second bed that she had laid out that morning especially for her. She
offered Nia a home and the couple later brought her into their family. Nia worked the land and
walked the animals. She helped with food and cared for Ayo, her new brother. She learned new
words and heard new stories. She learned what life was all about and the words for all that she
could nd around her. The goats that they walked each day provided them with milk, cheese, and
clothing. The trees and bushes nearby held fruit and berries. She learned the cycles and names of
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the objects in the sky. The two that glowed and oated in the sky were known as moons; wayward
sons of the great Mother. The bright, glowing disc that rose each morning and brought with it the
day’s light was known as the Daystar, favorite daughter Eela of the great Mother; the main deity of
worship in Urien. And the Mother, bringer of life and magic, and worshiped across Veles as their
deity and savior from the darkness that sought to end life as they knew it. Veles was all that was
known and was separated into ve kingdoms. Heilwen, Lirennor, Perun, Eirwen, and Urien, which
was the kingdom they lived in. Urien was in the center and acted as the peacekeepers. They
believed in acceptance and prosperity for all through cooperation. They maintained the peace as
best they could with an army of peacekeepers at their disposal. All of this is commanded from the
mighty stone towers that can be seen oating on the horizon's edge that form the uppermost part of
the grand castle of Urien.
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As days turned to months and months into years, Nia learned all that she could. She could speak
their language almost uently and mastered all of her tasks. Kamaria expanded her knowledge of
cooking and she frequently enjoyed surprising the family with a new meal. Kamaria and Kojo would
take it in turns to walk the goats each day and sometimes they even went off together, now that Nia
was able to care fully for Ayo and the home. Sometimes she would accompany whoever was
walking the goats and enjoyed exploring and hearing their stories. Kamaria and Kojo met in the
peace corps that they both served in and were both brave and strong ghters. She often wondered
why they left to be simple shepherds but was never provided with an answer. Her new surroundings
continued to fascinate her, and she grew evermore thirsty for knowledge and discovery. With so
much to see and look forward to she had almost forgotten her old life and the dangers of this world.
But all that was soon to change
One day as the Daystar was falling to rest and the sky was bright with color and the family
readied themselves for food, Nia, whilst stirring the pot, said "I'm going to join the peace corps one
day. I'm going to be a warrior just like you". With her ladle in hand, she felt con dent and began to
mimic the holding of a blade. Kamaria looked at Kojo who shared her distress in Nia's words.
- "You do not want to do that, Nia," he said with slight discomfort in his tone as if a distressing
memory had run through his mind.
- "But I want to ght anyone who hurts people," she replied with confusion and determination.
- "There are others who can ght, Nia, you must never rush to violence if it is not brought to you."
After ending the conversation, he walked out and headed towards the re not wanting to hear
another word.
- "He is right, Nia," said Kamaria, "there is too much violence and death in this world, you cannot
stop it all. Just enjoy what you have here with us."
This is not what she expected to hear. Two warriors who didn't want to ght and who
rejected her plans. Angry and frustrated she stormed out and ran towards the boulder. Kamaria
watched but allowed her to go without following. This is time she needs to herself, she thought and
continued to prepare the food. Looking over the land, Amas, the larger moon glowing in the distance
and casting an orange tone of light over the desert oor, she sat disappointed and annoyed. She
could do more and see more, she thought. What good is having a peace corps if you cannot
yourself join and ght for those who need it? The desert grew lighter and the stars began to ll the
night sky. She continued to look out and occasionally looked over to the re to see the family eat
their meal. But this meal was not to end the night as it has done before.
Walking below her and around lower boulders were two men. She could see their shadows
moving on the ground and quickly ducked out of sight. They were lurking in the darkness and slowly
making their way around for a better look at the hut. She immediately turned to shout and get the
family’s attention, but a thought sealed her lips. She was above and they did not know she was
there. If she could stop them both then she could prove to Kojo and Kamaria that she is strong and
able and not just a child to stay at home. She turned back and began to creep her way down
through the rocks. Eventually, she made her way to a rock that overshadowed the two men and
waited for her moment. A small rock rested next to her which she held rmly and ready before she
pounced. She let the rst man go forward and waited for the second. He stepped out from behind
the rock and she now had her moment. Jumping down with her arm extended she forced all of her
weight into the blow she in icted on the second man's head. As she landed, they both fell to the
ground and the man crumbled in pain, yelling for his partner to get her off him. His partner quickly
turned around and kicked her to the ground. He leapt over his partner and continued to kick her as

she curled up into a ball to protect herself. The other man managed to get up and delivered a few
kicks of his own, still holding the lump on his head and wiping away the blood dripping down his
face
The kicking stopped and she lay there unable to move. Slowly and carefully the rst man
began to draw his sword from its sheath. She watched in terror as it rose above his head, ready to
drop down and end her life. But just as he neared the extent of his reach the sword was pulled from
his hand and he was shoved to the side stumbling into his partner only just able to recover his
footing. Kojo had heard the man's screams and was not about to let Nia's life be taken from her. He
pointed the sword at the men and said: "Leave my family alone!" The two men laughed at the older
shepherd and drew their weapons. Now wielding a dagger, the rst man began to circle him with a
cocky grin to his face as if this was all a sadistic game. "Don't worry," he said, "I'll let you live long
enough to see your family die." The other man drew his short sword and the two of them began to
ank Kojo. But he was not backing down. Together they attacked and Kojo quickly disarmed one
and stuck his blade into the other. The rst man grew angry and attacked in a barbaric frenzy but
was soon thrown to the ground in a swift maneuver. Kojo dropped over the man and began to punch
him repeatedly, angry and distressed. He couldn't stop himself and continued even after the man
had died. Kamaria soon ran over and pulled him off. He screamed and panted with a deep fear in
his eyes. Kamaria comforted him to calm him down. She rested him against a rock and went over to
Nia. "She's conscious but needs help," she said as she picked Nia up and walked back to the hut.
Kojo breathed heavily but soon began to come to his senses. Back in the hut, Kamaria mixed
together some herbs to make a tea that would calm the pain whilst Nia rested in bed.
- "I just wanted to stop them before they hurt you," said Nia, sounding embarrassed and ashamed.
- "It is not your job to protect us, Nia. It is our job to protect you," said Kamaria in a rm voice as she
now applied rags, soaked in medicine over Nia's wounds. "But I see now, that you want more.
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Later the next day Nia rose with groans as her body was still recovering from the night before.
- "Careful," said Kamaria, "your body still needs time," she said whilst handing her a bowl of cold
soup. "Eat this, it will help you heal. You'll need your strength for tomorrow" she said with a keen
expression and determination in her stance.
- "What are we doing tomorrow?" asked Nia, still lling her empty stomach with soup on the edge of
her bed.
- "Tomorrow we begin your training!" said Kamaria whilst lifting a sheathed sword from the table and
throwing it on Nia's bed. Nia stopped her slurping and opened her eyes wide in anticipation and
shock. She looked at the sword and slowly gripped its handle before pulling it in front of her. A short
sword for most but the perfect length and weight for her. Looking at it in amazement she wondered
what had changed Kamaria's mind.
- “Wait, who were those men?” she asked, but Kamaria ignored her and walked out. What could it
mean? What training would she receive? Did this mean she would become a warrior in the peace
corps after all? All these questions played on Nia's mind throughout the remaining hours of the day.
With her wounds still healing she quickly fell back to sleep and anticipated the day to come
The next morning, she woke with an eager jolt out of bed. Her body still sore but she is
stubborn and puts the discomfort aside. Her sword was sheathed by her side and she had fallen
asleep holding it tight. As she stood, she could hear Kojo and Kamaria outside the hut arguing with
one another. She walked closer to the door to better hear, but as soon as she turned the corner they
stopped. Kojo looked at Nia and with a disappointed expression walked away towards the goats and
away from Kamaria. Nia didn't know why Kojo was so against her efforts, but as Kamaria walked
towards her she straightened her stance and braced herself for what was to come.
- "Don't look so excited, this will not be easy," said Kamaria as she walked passed her and back
inside. "A warrior will not last long on an empty stomach," repeating a phrase she had heard many
times before. Soon the pair had eaten yet not a word was spoken. Nia was eager to learn but
sensed a different side to Kamaria awakening. This side was strong and silent. No emotion was
shown, and she moved as if she was angry and unapproachable. Nia followed the few words
Kamaria had to say. Commands voiced clearly and precisely. Outside Kamaria chose an area near
the rocks with level ground and enough shade for Ayo to sit under. Kamaria had no weapon to hand
and Nia decided to wrap her sword and sheath around her waist. "Before you learn to jump, you
must learn to fall," said Kamaria in a con dent and well-rehearsed manner. "Before I teach you to
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use a sword, I will rst teach you to use yourself. A warrior's greatest weapon is mind and body.
Learn to control these and only then can you wield a blade".
- "But I am better with my sword," said Nia, impatiently gripping the handle of her weapon
- "You think your blade gives you strength? Then prove yourself. If you draw my blood with that
blade, then I will teach you how to ght with it."
The prospect of winning this challenge excited Nia, but she quickly hesitated. Kamaria
shouted, "Come on Nia, attack me!" and Nia replied; looking up and drawing her blade she charged
at Kamaria with violent intent. Kamaria stood still, con dent and expectant of an outcome she had
already planned in her mind. As Nia closed in, Kamaria quickly dodged her attack and three more to
come. Nia swung her blade with her sights on Kamaria's skin but missed each time. "Enough," said
Kamaria and quickly disarmed Nia, sending her to the ground and pointing her blade to her chest.
"Master your mind, master your body, and your blade will follow. Fail to do so, and your opponent
will not stop above your chest," she said before lifting the point of the blade off Nia's torso. Angry at
her failure, Nia rose in a huff. But the lesson was clear, and Nia listened. This routine followed day
after day and Nia grew ever stronger. Kamaria was particularly energetic in her ghting style and
taught Nia to use her surroundings and her opponent's strengths against them. The rocks provided
the perfect training ground as the pair leaped from one to the other in hand-to-hand combat.
Impressed by Nia's accomplishments, Kamaria trained her with a dagger in close quarter combat.
"Your dagger is your most important asset in close quarter ghts. Use it as an extension of your own
arm. It's light and swift. If used correctly you can disarm your opponent and quickly move your
dagger around their body." Kamaria would often use the same phrases again and again. Nia
remembered each one and drew upon their lessons during training
The days turned into months and Nia's training was progressing well. She was still not
allowed to use her sword but was forced to carry it with her wherever she went. At rst, this agitated
the impatient young Nia, but each day she was challenged with more lessons to remind her that she
had a lot to learn. At the end of each day, Nia and Kamaria would sit upon the rock and look out into
the distance. It was a time to re ect upon the day’s training and master their minds, ready for the
next day.
In the distance, Nia could see Kojo returning from his daily walk with the goats and she felt
that she had to nally ask, "Why does he not want me to train?" with a sad and disheartened tone
- Kamaria looked at Nia and sighed. Looking out at Kojo she seemed to brace herself before she
began to speak. "Nia, do you know what your name means?
- "No," she said confused as to why she had been asked this
- "When you rst came to us, that night by the re, I saw something in your eyes. You wanted a
purpose, somewhere to belong. That night, after you had left for the night, I spoke to Kojo about
letting you stay. He was happy to say yes and we both decided on a name. Nia means one with a
purpose. I suspect Kojo saw himself in you and was excited by that. But he has also seen the
outcome. Your eyes told me a story of who you were that night. I saw those same eyes on Kojo the
rst time I saw him. Many years ago, I was part of a training team at Fortuma. Kojo was a new
recruit and part of my intake. He was strong and stubborn and unwilling to listen. It took me a while,
but I soon trained him, the same way I am training you now. In our training, we grew closer, and
something unspoken began to show. I remember our rst kiss. His lips were so soft. But soon after
his training, he was stationed near our western border and I was to remain there, to train the next
intake.
Many years passed and we each were stationed around Urien but never together. We wrote
as often as we could, but life is hard in the corps. We each fought in different battles. I commanded
in the South, defending against the untamed creatures of Lirennor, and he was ghting against the
Perunian raiders by the Silver Slopes. One day I received word that his unit had been captured.
They had been taken beyond the border and no attempts to rescue them had been issued. I begged
high command to let me take a unit to retrieve them, but they denied my requests. They believed
them all to be dead and did not want to risk more lives. But I knew in my heart that he was alive. I
left my command in the hands of my second and marched North with a small party and crossed the
border.
Perun is swampland and dif cult to traverse. They are masters of camou age and
deception, hiding in plain sight. I lost many of my soldiers to their shock attacks, but we eventually
learned their location. We broke into their base and retrieved Kojo and two more soldiers. They had
been badly beaten and tortured for information, but we managed to get them home. Kojo's body
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recovered, but his mind still bears the scars. He was never the same and was eventually let go from
the corps. For my actions, I was stripped of command. They allowed me to leave without
punishment because of my efforts in saving our soldiers, but I could never return. We decided to
come here, away from the corps and to enjoy a simple life. Kojo still struggles with his memories of
his torture and any violence can trigger him into a frenzy. He doesn't want you to make the same
mistakes he did. He sees his younger self in you, Nia. He fears you will walk the same path.
- "I did not know. But why train me? Why give me this sword?" aid Nia with a just need for an
answer
- "It is because I knew that we can't shield you from this world, or from yourself. He is right, you are
much like he was. I cannot stop you from walking a path towards violence, but I can give you the
tools to return from it.
With those last words, they watched as the Daystar began its nal journey of the day below
the horizon. And for Nia, she nally understood what a warrior’s life could bring

Chapter 6 - Crystalhel
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Nia's training continued and the months went on. Kojo, although bitter about it in the beginning,
decided to follow his wife's advice and began to train her too. Kamaria and Kojo had two very
different ghting styles and in uenced Nia in different ways. But both were strong warriors and
taught her the very best techniques they knew. Kamaria focused on her use of a dagger and agility
whilst Kojo trained her with a sword and head-on combat. The diversity allowed Nia to grow as a
warrior and became more than Kojo and Kamaria ever thought she would. Still a young girl, Nia had
the skills but not the discipline that a warrior needs, and her training was beginning to frustrate her.
Kojo had always believed that a strong relationship with nature and a good day’s work would teach
a child to be patient and disciplined. Every now and then, when the season was right, Kamaria
would go into town and sell some of their products. The meat, leather, cheese, and milk of the
goats, fruit from the trees and some smaller ornaments made from wood and crystals found in the
desert. This part of their life provided them with extra supplies, diverse foods, and new clothing.
Kojo always remained to protect their home and stay with Ayo and Kamaria would guide a small
cart, pulled along the desert oor by three strong goats. The journey was long, and she would
always stay the night before returning the next day. Crystalhelm is the closest town and provides
them with anything they need in their humble existence. She always wondered if Kojo would ever go
but never asked. Nia had witnessed Kamaria go a couple of times, always alone and never offering
a place for Nia. But today would change all of that
- "Come help a tired man pack," said Kojo in the evening. Nia was tending to Ayo and Kamaria was
still not back from her walk with the goats. "Tomorrow Kamaria is going into town, and you're going
with her." He said with a faint smirk on his face knowing how Nia would react
- "Into town?" She smiled, not expecting a reply, but to simply repeat the words out loud
- "Yes, we have work to do and it is time you learn more about our neighbors in Crystalhelm.
- "Thank you, Kojo, what do I do?" She said, holding Ayo's hand as they both walked towards the
cart
- "We need to rst x this wheel and then all of those baskets need to be loaded on." He said,
pointing towards a collection of leaf-woven baskets holding leather, woodworks and other items to
sell. "Now that that one is getting bigger, we need to get him more clothes and to replace some of
our old cooking tools," he said, looking at Ayo as he wobbled on his feet, enjoying his new-found
ability to walk on two legs.
The evening went on and Kamaria soon returned. She knows already of their plans and
enjoys watching Nia, who by this point adores her as a daughter, readying to meet people and see
more of the world
With the cart's wheel now xed and the baskets loaded the evening continued as it usually does,
and Nia went to bed excited for the coming morning
The next day Nia was the rst to wake up and began to prepare for the day ahead. The dried
fruit they had prepared and the small water buckets that would quench their thirst on the journey
were all ready and waiting. The couple soon woke, and Ayo demanded his morning's food. For Nia,
this all was going too slow and her leg tapped in frustration. "Go pick three of the strongest goats
and tie them to the front of the cart," said Kojo smiling at her obvious impatience and eagerness to
leave. "Leave the weapon," he said like a parent telling their child to leave their toy. "You are not
going for a ght and so will not invite one." Nia placed her sheathed sword by the door making sure
Kojo could see her exaggerated expression of annoyance on her face and walked out
The cart was prepped, and the goats were fed and in place. Nia waited to go and Kamaria
nally left the hut and walked towards her.
- "Why so long?" asked Nia as she jumped off the back of the cart.
- "Crystalhelm has been there long before you were born and will be there for many years to come.
You can afford to be patient. Now, help me test these straps. We don't want them breaking along the
way." Nia rolled her eyes and did as she was told and soon they were on their way. She had walked
the path before with the goats but never had she been further than a stream further up the sands.
Hours passed and the stream was only just behind them. She was now further than she had
ever been from the hut and she was excited by what she would nd around every corner. Following
the river on their left, they watched as the sands gave way to greener lands. Across the water, a
small hill was starting to slope downwards. In the distance, the faint silhouette of buildings and
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farmland shaped the ground. As they followed the river further round, the town was revealing all it
had to offer. Large towers, buildings with windows three layers high. The sparkle of crystal stone
lined the walls and could be seen even from their distance. In the air, the faint smell of plants and
animals thickens with each step. She can see other people working their lands and excitedly begins
to walk faster. Kamaria enjoys the sight and allows her to explore a little further along
It's not long until they reach the elds on the other side of the winding riverbank. The people
here are friendly and Nia soaks in all that she can see. Never before has she seen so much green
in one place. The sweet smell of berry bushes and vegetables savors in her nostrils. The taste in the
air lingers on her tongue. All around her are bright yellows, purples, and reds, all dancing in the wind
on their lush and green stems. The gates of the town are tall and magni cent. Stone towers on
either side, lined with sparkling crystals and capped with a wooden platform. A series of guards lined
the outer walls and all of a sudden Nia began to feel uneasy. A too-familiar sight for her, but
Kamaria's calm and relaxed demeanor eased Nia as they walked under the shadow of the town
gate. Inside the stone and wooden buildings gave way to bustling streets. The clamorous sounds
from dozens of mouths bounced off the walls of the wide entrance to this busy town. Shops of all
kinds lined the road. Baskets of colorful vegetables, stands with weapons and armor, tools for
farming and traveling, clothes and furniture for living, crystals, and decorations for the wealthy. From
a place of open sand and nothingness to a thriving town of plenty. Now more than ever Nia
wondered why they chose their simple existence out in the middle of nowhere when all of this was
so close
Further into town, a different kind of market opened up. Tangled together and smaller than
before, each stand was a table of supplies sheltered by raised sheets in all colors. People walked
sideways in order to squeeze through the swarm of humans eager to buy what they can. Everyone
here seemed dirtier and rougher than those before. The noise was overbearing, and Nia walked
slowly behind Kamaria as they navigated their way around. "This will do," said Kamaria as she
halted the goats beside one of the rst stands. "We shall set up here until twilight." The crowded
streets make it challenging, but the pair soon set up their stand off the back of the cart and began
their day of business. Nia tends to the goats and Kamaria makes sale after sale. Intimidated by the
number of new people, Nia prefers to stay in the back. But as the hours pass, Kamaria persuades
her to interact more and soon Nia enjoys the chaos of the market. People from all over walked the
streets. The same language was spoken by all, but each had their own ways. Some wore armor
whereas some wore rags. Others wore colourful clothes with intricate designs as if to tell a story of
nature’s journey and yet others seemed to blend into the background. With her con dence growing
her subtle remarks became longer conversations; wanting to know everything and anything from
everyone she spoke to. There was so much she did not know. References to mages and dark wars
long ago, giant creatures called dragons, and great trading routes that connected the kingdoms.
Everything to be bought required coin or barter. People would travel for months on end between the
kingdoms. Some in groups and some alone. This fact astonishes Nia as her mind is suddenly
opened to the grandeur of the world she now lives in
With little light left in the day, the crowds begin to thin out and Kamaria decides to pack up
for the night. Nia is in a world of her own, picturing and imagining all the places and stories she
learned from her conversations. Veles was much bigger than she knew and there was more to the
world than a desert hut. Just out of town, some small cliffs gave way to a lake that quenched the
thirst of the bordering town. A good place for the night thought Kamaria and their shelter was soon
erected. "Tomorrow we will set up in the morning and leave in the afternoon. We need to buy what
we can with the coin we gather," said Kamaria as she rolled over in the back of their cart. The night
was young and Nia wide awake. The stars began to appear, and the small moon hovered on the
horizon. The air was different here; Warmer and lled with avor. The subtle sound of owing water
ran up the cliff on which they rested. The hint of moisture from the abundant grass and trees
touched her skin as it drifted through the air. And all around the sounds of birds, insects, and
creatures of the night as they conversed in secret messages of their own. With the night still
creeping in, Nia looks over to see Kamaria already in a deep sleep. It doesn't take long for Nia to
make up her mind and walk off towards the ame-lit streets of Crystalhelm
By now the streets are empty, patrolled only by a few well-armored guards. The light from
the aming torches shimmers off the stone-crafted street. Without the abundance of people ghting
their way past each other the streets are calm and peaceful. The shop windows reveal more than
she had seen before. Fruits from Heilwen, salted sh from Perun, weapons from Eirwen, and
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beautiful ornaments made locally. As she walked the streets, her hands glazed the surfaces of
previously unfelt materials. The grander buildings in the town center rose up into the starry sky. A
huge statue of a woman holding a child's hand dominates the square. Around the base of the statue
a depiction of what looks like a story. For the rst time, Nia can see the outline of Veles. As she
follows the carvings around it tells the story of how the Mother brought life and humans into
existence. How she looks after and protects all that there is. An epic battle between dark creatures
and evil-looking mages shows how the Mother saved humanity from near destruction. This town is
amazing, she thought to herself as she lay down beneath the grand central statue, looking up at the
sky through wonder- lled eyes.
The night went on but was soon to change. The peace of the night is abruptly disturbed by
the sound of splintering beams. With her attention engaged, she listens as two of the guards run
through the streets, metal armor clunking with every step. From one street to another she follows
the sounds until she sees the shadow of a man running away from capture. Sticking to the shadows
she follows with intrigue. She watches as he outwits the guards and scales the walls and to the
roofs of the town's buildings. With all their bulky protection the guards cannot follow. They decide to
rush back towards the gate leaving the man for another time. Nia can see him lurking in the shelter
of a large spire, watching as the guards run away and knowing he is free for another day. He
carefully walks over the tiles and back into the night. Not wanting to lose him she scales the closest
building and follows him high above the cobbled streets below. Each step carefully placed so as not
to crack or dislodge the rickety tiles. The man continues on, seemingly unaware of her presence.
Soon he turns a corner and she's forced to quicken her pace. Rushing around the tall chimney so
as not to lose him she is forced back against a nearby wall.
- "Who are you?" said the man, looking at her deep in the eyes. His lower face concealed by a dark
fabric. His clothes worn but tough and his head covered by a dark hood. His stance strong and
forceful against her resistance. Standing not much taller than her, his words deep in an effort to
conceal his true voice
- "My name is Nia," she said staring back at him, not to show fear.
- "I don't care about your name, who are you and why are you following me?" he demanded, putting
even more force against her chest, pinning her to the wall
- "I just wanted to know…
- "Know what?
- "Who you are." She said, calmly looking at this mysterious man in front of her. Beneath the
shadow of his hood, a circular scar marked his cheek, re ecting the moonlight in contrast to his
darker skin. Standing back, he lets her stand in front of him. "Do not follow me again," he says,
short and sharply before dashing off and back into the dark corners of this rooftop maze. Amazed
and more curious than ever she wonders back towards the riverside cliffs where her bed lay for the
night. The guards continued their patrol but made evasion of them easy by echoing their presence
to anyone listening. That night, as she lay in bed, looking up at the stars she wondered who the
man was and what he was doing. This thought lingered as she slowly drifted off, ready for a new
day
The singing birds of the nearby trees mark the dawn of a new day. Not many birds live
around her desert home and those that do certainly don't sing about it. This new morning is a
welcoming change from her usual routine, but there is still work to do. There is still stuff to sell and
things to buy before their return later in the evening. Setting up near where they did before they
begin as yesterday. Leather and cheese, ornaments and fruit. All sell well and the day goes on. Nia
grows more con dent and enjoys even longer conversations. The locals and the travelers all seem
very friendly and her enthusiasm to hear their stories entices them to share. Many travelers have
endured long journeys and seen plenty and are excited to waf e on at any ear that would listen. Nia
had no objections and soon she had heard stories from all of the ve kingdoms. Lirennor, the lost
kingdom and overrun with foul creatures; Urien, lled with beautiful landscapes and generous
people; Perun, a marshland that is hard to navigate with people even harder to approach; Eirwen
and Heilwen, still bitter about their recent war over Reaboven. It was evident that she still had more
to learn, but that thought did nothing to slow her down
The morning had been a success, and by the afternoon there were only a few items left for
sale. "I'm going to do some shopping, you stay here and try to sell the rest," said Kamaria,
surprising Nia with her trust. "OK," said Nia, returning quickly to her conversations. With Kamaria
now gone, Nia decided to stand beside the items and show off her importance. This was now her
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stand and she was in charge, she thought to herself revealing an immature grin she wore with pride.
It wasn't long and the last few items were on display. Nia found time to relax and returned to her
conversations with any passers-by and only for a moment took her attention off the items. But this
moment was soon regretted. All Nia could see from the corner of her eye was a hand grabbing
some of the dried fruit and dashing into the crowd. Without hesitation, Nia quickly turned and
chased after a gure that was clearly running away. Pushing through the thick masses she chased
the gure into a dark alleyway. The light of the day only just squeezing through. The mucky oor
squelched beneath her feet and disappeared only meters ahead. She hesitantly edged her way
deeper into the shadows until something disturbed her step. Looking down she saw a gold ring
shiny and clean, unlike anything in here. She reached down, picked it up and rushed back towards
the light. The ring was beautiful and well crafted. The face of it bore a design she had not seen
before. A lizard with many spikes on its back. Inside the ring some markings that she cannot
decipher. Not wanting to enter deeper into the alleyway she promptly returns back to her cart only to
nd it gone. Stolen in her absence she could not believe her misfortune. She sat in wait and lled
with guilt until Kamaria returned from her shopping
- "Where is the cart?" Asked Kamaria with a slight hint of frustration and shock in her tone
- "It was not my fault. I was chasing a thief and when I got back it was gone. I'm sorry, Kamaria,"
explained Nia, knowing her mistake and expecting the worse
- "What in Eela's name were you thinking, Nia!
- "I know, I'm sorry. But look, it is gold. We could sell it and buy a new cart." Nia said, presenting
Kamaria with the ring she found earlier. Looking at the ring she recognized who it belonged to.
- "We cannot sell this Nia. This will bring even more problems for us." She said, throwing it to the
ground. "Come, you can carry this one" handing Nia the heavier of the two baskets, "it is a long walk
back and Kojo will not be happy.
As Kamaria walked off, Nia quickly picked up the ring and proceeded to follow. Not a word
was spoken the whole way back and by the time they reached their hut the night had long
blackened the sky above. Kamaria explained to Kojo and Nia went back to her rock near the hut.
The stars traveled far in the sky and Nia, unable to sleep, watched them on their journey. The blame
was on her and all she had was a ring she could not sell. But why? What did Kamaria see in the ring
that drove her to throw it away? It seems she would always be at a loss for answers to questions
that kept coming.
The next morning, Nia woke in a groggy and tired state. Her body aching from the long walk
and heavy load. The rock upon which she managed just a few hours of sleep did little to ease her
body’s recovery during the night. She climbed down to see Kojo setting off for the day and Kamaria
taking a day to rest from her long journey. Ayo was waddling along, and the day seemed as if
everything was back to normal. In an effort to apologize, Nia took on more tasks than usual and
allowed Kamaria to rest. The day continued and many of the preparations were already completed.
Kamaria noticed Nia's attempts and decided to acknowledge her efforts.
- "Kojo and I do not blame you, Nia. We understand, and what you did was brave. Just don't let it
happen again, OK?" she said, looking at Nia with a mother’s forgiving smile.
- "Thank you," Nia responded and hugged Kamaria closely
- "That's OK, Nia. Just be more careful next time. We need all the goats we can spare," she said
jokingly
- "Kamaria, I need to ask you a question," she said, slowly pulling away and looking directly at her
- "What is it?
- "The ring," said Nia, "why did you throw it away?
- Sitting Nia down she explained "That ring, Nia, was not ours to sell. It bore the sigil of the house of
Jelani. They are a powerful family; very wealthy and dangerous. We would only be inviting trouble if
we were found with their ring. Better someone else has it. That is why I threw it away.
- "I understand," Nia replied, and returned to her preparations. But her experience in the alley did
not fade from thought. And the weight of her mistake brewed the guilt that kept her awake in the
night.
The next morning, when Kamaria had gone with the goats she decided to approach Kojo.
She knew what she had to do, where she needed to go. She still had the ring, and if this family were
as rich as Kamaria said, then they could pay for the ring back. Knowing that Kojo would not agree to
her plan she convinces him that she wants to help make up for her mistake and that she wants to
go back into town as soon as possible. Kojo refused to go with her but later explains to Kamaria
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how determined Nia is to go. A few days later, and with a newly built cart the pair set off once more.
With the object and source of her ambition-fueled plan kept secretly on her person she was ready to
bring her family a new fortune
The town gates stood as they did before, and the shadow of the tall buildings embraced the
many shops below. They quickly set up their cart and sold throughout the day. Nia took the
opportunity to question the many travelers once more on all their journeys and knowledge. The
familiar scent of dozens of food types, peoples, aromas, and wastewater lled the air. She grew
accustomed to its distinctive pungency from the last time she wondered these streets. In her
conversations, and away from Kamaria's ears she asked for the location of the Jelani home. She
soon learned that it was known as the Jelani Estate. It was now owned by Cayman Jelani and that
the estate is not what it once was. Few ever go there these days, but some remember great
functions for the townsfolk that the family would put on. With the route to the estate passed on to
her by those that knew it, all she had to do now was wait.
Kamaria and Nia nished for the day and retired to the same spot as last time. As the
evening went on and the pair had lled their hard-worked bodies with food, Kamaria drifted off to
sleep. This was her moment whilst the night was still young. The path she needed left the town and
headed up above the nearby hills. Soon she came across a path on her right that would lead her
directly to the family she needed to see. Not long after taking the path she could see it in sight. Lit
by the orange hue of Amas in the night sky the estate looked like nothing she had ever seen before.
Large trees, with trunks as wide as the hut she called home lined the road leading up to the gates.
The entrance was engulfed with a towering archway of stone and vines. Great statues carved into
the sides portrayed the grandeur of those who owned what stood beyond
Not wanting to be noticed she anked around in the shadows and towards the walls that
encapsulated the grounds. An extension of the grand, stone archway, these walls were tall and
strong. The stone it was built from protruded enough to allow her to scale it and look over. And now,
with no obstructions to cover her view she marveled at the structure that dominated the grounds
before her. The building was of stone and timber. Two stories high and with two towers providing a
further three. The walls were lined with statues and carvings. The same sigil that gave meaning to
the ring overlooked the great wooden doors of its entrance. The light of candle re ickered in one
of the windows encouraging her that the plan was coming together. Digging one foot further into the
wall she readied herself to climb over. But as soon as her foot had launched her off the wall she was
pulled back and thrown to the ground. On her back and looking up, the shadow masked face of a
man was all she saw before a sodden thud to the head sent her into darkness
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Waking up she burst to her feet in a slight panic. Still a little dazed, she gets a grip of her
surroundings. Old grass on the oor, cold stone walls all around her. In front of her large metal bars
joined the oor to the stone ceiling above. And behind the bars stood a man. The orange glow of the
mounted torches left shadows on his gure. A small man wearing draped-over robes. A dark,
delicate face rested on his equally slender body
- "I am Cayman, owner of this estate and head of the Jelani family." He said, looking at her and
displaying his stature. "Who are you and why have you intruded on my property?" He asked,
standing just beyond her reach
- "My name is Nia." She said quietly. As if to remember why she was here and regain some
con dence she raised her head and said strongly "I have something that is yours. I want to sell it to
you and then I will go.
- "Do you now. And if you possess something of mine and I have the key to your release, why
should I barter with you for it? Why not just take it from you and let you rot in my cell?" He asked
with a sly manner
- Quickly thinking and hiding her dread to the thought she replied "I am not alone. I have other
people waiting for me to come back.
- "Is that so?" Calmly walking up and down the corridor seemingly unconvinced. "What is it then?
The thing you say is mine to buy back from you.
- Reaching into a concealed pocket she pulled out the ring and presented it to him. "This ring. It
belongs to your family.
- With his eyes expressing the sudden shock that came over him he responded with a confused and
slightly aggressive "Where did you get that?
- "I found it. I know you are rich, and I want to sell it to you. How much do you want it?
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- "That ring was lost long ago." He said, still in disbelief. Edging closer he looks at her confused and
with a hefty gaze of distress in his eyes. Hesitant but almost certain, he looks at her and says,
"Taniel?

Chapter 7 - Taniel Nia Jelan
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Standing back with mixed feelings, uncertain which path to follow, she hid the ring back in her
pocket. It could bring a great deal of coin back to the shepherds. Repayment for her mistake but
also her adoption into their home. But this man looked at her like no one had before. An expression
of recognition, a chance to know who she was, where she came from and why she endured the life
she did for so long
"Guards!" Shouted Cayman. "I have something to show you," he said, looking at Nia who
stayed silent as her mind pondered at the revelations that could be unfolding. One of the guards
quickly descended from the long staircase that led into the basement that she was kept in. The
sound of chiming keys bounced off the stone walls as he took each step closer to her cage. "Open
the door for her. She's coming with me." And without a moment's hesitation, the door was unlocked
and Nia jumped out. The uncomfortable feeling of a restricted existence propelled her to exit hastily.
She followed Cayman up the stairs and out of another room, furnished with a table and chairs but
little else. Leading her into a hallway, Nia could see the moonlit grounds and the empowering
archway of the estate’s entrance through windows that lined the entire corridor. At the end, a large
wooden door that led directly into the largest room she had ever seen. Mesmerized by the
extravagance of this great sight she looked around in awe of her new surroundings. The main
entrance led directly into this room, a room lit by a replace burning bright from the giant logs that
fueled it. Magni cent portraits hung from the walls, polished furniture welcomed anyone to rest upon
them. In the corners perched beautifully designed vases and gurines aimed to captivate any
onlooker. The room extended into multiple hallways and doorways eluding to the idea that this was
only the beginning of this massive complex.
Nia continued to follow Cayman, shadowed by the guard, after a brief moment of catchup
from gazing at the room. Hurrying along the well-trampled carpet and towards a domineering
staircase at the end of the room, Nia could see how they led on to another opening. The much
darker corridor above revealed a series of rooms on one side and an array of windows on the other.
Cayman lifted one of the few torches from the wall and placed his hand on the handle of the
following door. "This was yours a long time ago, Taniel," he said as he turned the handle and
passed the torch over to her. Bewildered already by the man's recognition of her, she enters the
room, illuminating it and revealing the untouched home of a little girl. The creaky oor unsettled the
dust that coated everything around her. The light of the torch brought back a place she knew she
had stepped foot in before. A small bed lay unused towards the far wall. Wooden toys dotted on the
oor had not fed a child's laughter in so long. Nia felt a rush of emotion as memories of her time
here came ooding back. Memories of her mother and father shone through but then clouded in her
mind. Glimpses of a family enjoying the splendors and wealth of this great estate came and went,
sending her into a phase of heightening reminiscence
- "Who am I?" Nia asked, looking back at Cayman who was watching intently in the doorway
- "I brought you here because I needed to be certain. How much do you remember?" He asked with
a hint of worry to his tone
- "Only ashes, nothing more. Tell me, who am I?" Standing stronger and more impatient than ever
to learn the truth
- "You are Taniel Jelani. Your parents were Delu and Berko Jelani. Berko was my brother. I wasn't
sure it was you, but the way you reacted to this room con rms it. This was yours, a long time ago. A
happier time for all. I am the sole survivor of the house of Jelani. Or so I thought.
- "What happened to my parents?
- Stepping inside the room and ddling with items on the desk he replied "It was a long time ago.
You were only four when it happened. Our family is very powerful and your father oversaw our
assets. He decided to take you and your mother with him to the North. He had some business to
attend to in Eirwen and he knew how much you liked the snow. Somewhere along the Crystal Road,
your wagon was ambushed by goblins. We found your parents’ bodies, but you were lost. We
searched but, nothing. You were gone. How did you survive all these years? Do you remember
anything from the day you were taken?
- "No. I was taken by the goblins. They made me work for them, but I killed them and ran away.
- "You," he said with a faint giggle. "You killed all the goblins, by yourself?
- "Yes. Tell me more, more about me, about my parents.

fl

fl

33

34
- Laughing softly he replied "All in good time, Taniel. It is very late. I will answer your questions
tomorrow. I will get Desta to x you a bed for the night.
- "No!" She interrupted. "I cannot stay, I need to go before Eela returns.
- "I cannot let you leave in the middle of the night.
- "No, I must go," she said, pushing her way past Cayman and into the grasp of the guard
- "Let her go. If she wants to go then she can go. But Taniel, remember, I have much more to tell
you about this family.
She looked at her uncle one more time and then ran towards the exit. Torn between two
homes, she was running but without a reason why. Finally, the answers she had been searching for
her entire life were in her reach and yet it was so overwhelming. Her parents, killed by the very
goblins she had burnt into smoldering esh in the caves. An uncle who would offer her a home she
once knew and enough fortune to live in comfort forever. And yet, her legs carried her back to the
ground where Kamaria had set them to rest for the night. A life of graft and grit in the sandy desert
of the dry-lands. In bed she lay, unable to sleep as the twilight hours slowly drifted into the morning
The morning soon came and Kamaria woke as if nothing had happened. The pair ate dried
fruit and drank water for the day ahead. Nothing was said and Kamaria could see that something
was troubling her. Walking towards the town Kamaria was starting to worry
- "Nia, what is wrong with you? You seem as if your mind is elsewhere," she said, slightly concerned
as to what she might say. But Nia said nothing. "Come on, tell me. Something is troub...
- "I need to tell you something," she interrupted. "I took the ring to the family it belongs to," she said,
pulling the ring from her pocket and showing it to Kamaria
- "What, I told you, Nia. They are dangerous people.
- "They are my family.
- Suddenly taken by the words she just heard Kamaria woefully replied: "No, that, that can't be true,
we are your family, Nia. We took you in and raised you as our own." Feeling a sense of loss, as if
her daughter had chosen another, she stood closer and brushed her hand on Nia's cheek
- "I know, Kamaria. But this was my home. I felt it, from when I was young. I remembered my
parents," she said, holding Kamaria and hugging her as if to say goodbye. "I need to know more. I
need to know where I came from." Looking into Kamaria's eyes with a tear-blurred stare. "I promise
I will be back. Wait for me at home." She said as she ran away towards the hills
- "Nia," Kamaria shouted, but she just kept running

.
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When Nia nally arrived at the grand entrance she was greeted by the guard who escorted
her towards the main entrance. The great room she saw last night was now lit and empowering in
its extent. Her uncle, Cayman was sitting by the re and enjoying his morning meal, served to him
by a well-dressed woman
- "Ah, Taniel, you returned I see. Will you be joining us tonight or will you disappear again?" He
asked, more con dent and cheerful than last night
- "I have questions I need to know the answers to.
- "And I have the answers, but rst we eat. Desta, bring Taniel some breakfast and ready her with
some clothes. I can't have a Jelani dressed in such a way," he ordered, and the maid disappeared
through one of the adjoining doorways. "Come, sit." He said, moving slightly over on his large
couch
- As she sat down she did not hesitate to begin her survey into her own past. "What did my father
do? How is this place so big? How did my parents meet? Why are you the last of our family?
- "Calm down, Taniel. I will answer everything in time. Look, eat this, you will feel more relaxed," he
said as Desta handed her a plate of spongy cake; mostly golden and coated with a thick syrup that
dripped slowly off the top. "It's honey cake," he said. She looked at it and then embraced the
powerful surge of avor that lled her mouth as she took her rst bite. A sweetness, unlike anything
she had had before. The texture was soft and the syrup was thick as it all melted in the watery
warmth of her mouth. "Our house name goes back over 100 years, to my grandfather, your great
grandfather, Emem. He acquired some land through marriage and began leasing it to the local
farmers. Then when my father took over the business he truly expanded. He bought property and
more land and soon the whole of Crystalhelm was owing to us. He built this great home and raised
his own family. That's where your father comes in. He loved cooking and throwing great feasts for
people. When the business fell to him he moved our assets into the restaurant business and wanted
to expand beyond our borders. That's what he was doing that day your wagon got attacked. He was

35
heading North to the capital of Eirwen to establish a new restaurant. When the news came of what
happened, the estate and the business were left to me. I have been managing the business your
father left ever since. Now it is your turn. Where have you been, you know, since you killed all the
goblins by yourself?" He said with a condescending expression
- "I found a home, a family in the dry-lands. They helped me," she said, smiling lightly and
remembering the sense of family she has in the hut
- "Well, you're here now. No need to live amongst the peasants anymore.
- "They're not bad people. They're my family," she said defensively in response
- "OK, OK, but you're also a Jelani, and this is where you belong. I expected you to return and
already got Desta to set your room up for you. You can see it if you like. You can stay for as long as
you like. This is your home too now," he said as if to lure her into the ner way of life that he held in
such regard
- "I will stay, but only tonight. I need to return tomorrow. I promised.
- "Well, I am sure you will return. Desta, take Taniel to her room and show her around," he ordered
- "At once, sir," she replied and gestured to Taniel to follow her up the stairs and back to the room
she stood in last night. The room was clean and tidy, the toys packed away, and the bed made with
new sheets. The light of day revealed the hidden details on the walls. Leaves and ower petals
molded into the texture of the walls. Her memories of this room owed gently through her mind.
Memories of a little girl at peace and happy. "This is your room now, Taniel, as it was all those years
ago.
- "Do you remember me?" Taniel asked, hoping for more glimpses into her past
- "I raised you, my dear. Your parents were always so busy. They were nice people, always
welcoming and caring. They supported this town and helped it grow, helped its people grow. They
would have been proud to see the woman you have become.
- "It all seems like a dream. I remember ashes, images, but I don't feel the connection. When was I
born?
- "Don't worry, sweetie. I will help you remember. You were such a happy little girl. It was about 18
years ago now. I remember the day. The 13th day of Gren. The owers were blossoming and the
animals were roaming the elds with their new young. Your parents were so happy when you
arrived in this world.
- "I am 18 years old? What is Gren?" She asked with eager confusion
- "Oh, my dear, have you not been taught the calendar all this time?
- "I know the Calendar of the Land. My family taught me.
- "That is only used by farmers. It helps to track the changing seasons, when to grow and when not
to. The Thorian Calendar has been used since the time of the rst kingdom and is used by the new
kingdoms. Gren is the fth month and second month of spring. You might know it as Neben."
- "Tell me more," Taniel said, excited to learn everything she could. There was so much more to see,
so much more to learn. Desta was pleased to see her returned and more enthusiastic than anyone
to show her this new world she once lost
She explained how she cared for Taniel, how she raised her and the home her grandfather
had built for them. Many of the rooms were locked and untouched. Cayman's room was the largest
and most luxurious of them all. She described how the estate had changed since Cayman took
over. He used to throw large parties for the townspeople, but they eventually stopped coming. Most
of the estate is closed off and he spends his days in the main foyer in front of the big re enjoying
food and drinks from all over Veles
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Time goes on for Taniel and the next day she returns to the hut as promised. Fresh clothes and the
ring held around her neck by a thin golden chain. She explains what she has learned and who her
family is. She remains loyal and grateful, splitting her time between both homes. She enjoys her life
in the dry-lands but is compelled to explore and enjoy her new life in prosperity. As the months go
by she lls her mind with new and amazing discoveries. Desta explains how life works in the world.
How the people of Crystalhelm thrive on the wealth of the crystal mines in the mountains. She
learns to ride the large four-legged creatures that she encountered on her journey from the caves a
life ago. Travel between her home in the dry-lands and the Jelani Estate is done with ease giving
her freedom she has never known. Kojo and Kamaria see the change in her as the months go by.
More con dent, more independent, and also reckless. They say nothing and allow her to live the life
she has chosen. They can do nothing to halt her and so Taniel explores her new world as and when
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she wants to. She rides further and further as the months turn into years. Silverleaf forest becomes
her escape and she discovers new and colorful ingredients. Flightless birds that hop from the
branches. Mushrooms of all shapes and colors. Critters and grubs that call the bark of the tall trees
home. Desta encourages her fascination with cooking and the pair experiment and feed Cayman
and the other guards new avors and dishes. It is not long before Cayman notices Taniel's talents in
the kitchen and offers her a place alongside his top chef in one of the restaurants. For her work, she
is rewarded a salary, part of which she sends back to her family in the hut. She helps pay for food
and new tools. Clothes and toys for Ayo as he grows into a young boy
As her skills grow, she quickly outshines the head chef and Cayman decides to replace him
with Taniel. Her life is full of freedom and prosperity. Exploration and passion in the famous work
she is reputed for. Her dishes bring in customers from all over Urien. Wealthy and powerful men and
women endorse her and the restaurant sees success like never before.
At just 20 years old, she becomes one of the top names in the kingdom and is even invited
to cook for the royal family in their castle. A place she has yet to see and a sight she would never
forget. The stone towers pierce the clouds. The walls were decorated with stories of great battles
and wars that the peacekeepers helped to control. The Royals feasted in their grand hall built
entirely of crystal and stone. The 30-meter table was carved from a single tree known as the Tree of
Sovereigns. Each king or queen of Urien has their portrait carved into the edge that lines the table
Her uncle relishes in the in ux of coin that she brings to his fortune. Kojo and Kamaria
appreciate the support but prefer the simple life they have built for themselves. For a while, her life
is split between the nest of living and the simplicity of a desert shepherd. A balance she enjoys as
each provides an escape for the other. She keeps them apart as best she can, but one day, a face
she had almost forgotten changes everything
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The kitchen is a smooth and ef cient operation. Food and re bring it to life and the smell of cooking
meat and boiling soup leaves a watery tongue, ready for a delicious meal. Taniel as the head of it all
manages the workforce and the line in order to maintain her outstanding quality. But her humble
upbringings keep her level with all who work for her and the respect is well shown. She often stays
longer and helps to clean and prepare for the next day. Any carts, lled with vegetables and herbs
that supply the restaurant from the local farmers get of oaded in the evening, ready for prepping the
next morning. On this evening, after a day like any other, a cart lled with carrots and potatoes from
one of the regular suppliers began to of oad. Taniel soon helped and the team was almost done for
the night. But on this evening, just as Taniel is moving to pick up the last bag, a face, covered in
dark cloth and a concealing hood, looked directly at her before removing the bag and running into
the impending shadows. Con ned to routine and a bustling kitchen, Taniel welcomed the
opportunity for a chase. Dashing off after the gure she follows it through the winding streets and up
towards the roofs. Something about this felt familiar, but her concentration remained unhindered.
Weaving around the chimneys and irregular walls and structures she continues to follow this
unknown gure. The bag of carrots it stole were replaceable, this pursuit did more for Taniel's
enthusiasm for adventure than the support of her restaurant.
Corner after corner passed her by and the night was pressing on. The gure was almost
within reach, just one more corner and it would be revealed. But just as quickly as that thought
passed through her mind, so did her body slam into a wall. Pressed against it by the weight of her
cloaked gure she could just about see her thief. Piercing eyes and a strong stance revealed a man
who was not ready to let her go. But something else caught her attention more than anything else. A
scar on his cheek, a mark from a gure she had chased before. That night on the roofs over two
years ago. A memory almost lost to time pulled back and with it a surge of energy. Before he could
speak she threw him off balance and sent him to the ground. As he fell she kneeled on his chest
and removed the cloth from his face. The pair paused and took a moment to look at each other. A
moment too long for Taniel as he quickly knocked her back over. Wrestling on the ground almost
matched in ability and strength. Throw after throw they eventually concede. Catching their breath
and yet still keeping their distance
- "They're just carrots," he says with heavy breath. "I need them, more than your fancy restaurant."
Expressing his contempt for it
- "I don't care about the carrots," she replies "Do you know who I am?
- "Everyone knows who you are. The lost Jelani, here to claim her family fortune in your big house,
whilst the rest of us steal in the night, just to stay alive.
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- Disheartened by his anger towards her and confused she edges slightly closer. "You have no idea
what my life has been like. I was taken by goblins," she snarled, "I had no idea who I was until I
came back. I wish I had your life back then. But I remember you. That night on the roof. Running
from the guards. You haven't changed it seems.
- "Who are you to judge me? I don't steal because I want to. This life gives me no choice. But I
never steal from those with little, like me. I steal from those who have more than they need, like you.
I steal for my mother.
- "What did you say?"
- "My mother. She's been con ned to her bed for years. Her back won't let her walk. That's why I
steal. Because she needs me to.
- "Show me," she says, standing to her feet with a new-found drive
- "Why would I show you anything?" He asks, not seeking an answer and standing to her level.
- "Because I know how you feel. And if you let me, I might be able to help.
Grudgingly, he decides to trust her and show her where he lives. From the window of the attic, the
pair look in. An old woman can be seen, lying on a bed in an otherwise empty room made of old
wood and crumbling walls. The white light of Bixren shining through to illuminate the tiny aking
crust that drops down from the old ceiling. A small candle reveals the wrinkled face of his mother,
unaware of the two looking down on her
- "She has been like this for a long time now," he says with soft sorrow in his voice. "I promised that
I would care for her and will not let her down.
- "I'm sorry, I didn't know. But I do understand, and I want to help," said Taniel, looking back at the
man
- "I don't want your charity," he said, looking back down at his mother
- "I know, you're too proud and stubborn for that.
- "Then what?
- "Come back to the restaurant tomorrow. I'll show you," she said, subtly turning around and walking
away, leaving the carrots with him
- "I still don't trust you," he shouted back
- "Then don't come.
The next morning came quickly and the daily preparations began, ready for the afternoon meal to
come. As Taniel managed the staff and organized the ingredients she remained uncertain if he
would show. But looking out the window her doubts were answered. Looking down from the rooftops
was an unmasked gure. Stepping outside she waited for him to come down
- "For a moment there I didn't think you would show," she said with a slight smirk to reveal her
satisfaction that he did
- "You said you could help, so I'm here. But if this will be a waste of time then I have places to be.
- "More rich people to rob?" With no effort to mask her sarcasm
- "I knew I shouldn't have come.
- "Ok, OK, wait, I'm sorry. I actually asked you here to offer you a job.
- "Me, a job. What could I offer here amongst the rich snobs?
- "Security.
- Laughing at the word he justi ably replied: "You want me, the man who tried to steal from you last
night, to protect this place.
- "Yes," she replied with con dence
- "Why?
- "You're not the only one who has tried to steal from us and you won't be the last. But you know
how they think, how they move. My current head is leaving in a month. I want you to shadow him
and then take his place. If he thinks you are capable that is.
- "Assuming I agree to this. How does this help my mother?
- "As head of security, you will earn 50 coin a day plus one meal each day. Will that help your
mother?" She asked rhetorically
- Repeating her question with a soft chuckle he answered: "Of course it will. Fine, I'll do it.
- "You're welcome," she replied to his arrogance. "What's your name anyway?
- "Dubaku.
- "Well, Dubaku, don't make me regret this," she said, walking away and back to the kitchen
- "I still don't trust you," he said as she walked away, watching her with newfound intrigue
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- "Suit yourself," she replied, smirking at the re ection of Dubaku in some metal pots watching her
strides
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As time went on the restaurant continued to prosper and Taniel and Dubaku grew closer to each
other. What started off as an ember set to burn their connection exploded into a ame that lit up
their passions. Working alongside each other their eyes could not help but wonder towards one
another. Subtle remarks led to deeper conversations. A friendly touch turned into welcomed
affection. As their relationship grew, so did their trust in one another. Taniel had never experienced
such feelings before. Feelings of lust and love. Like all who experience the temptations of the heart
for the rst time, her newfound bond became her new priority. Escaping into the night only to be
together under the stars. They would go everywhere together, sharing the world. Taniel even
showed Dubaku her home in the dry-lands, an act that didn't sit well with Kojo. Dubaku was
shocked to see Kojo and Taniel could not understand the tension between them. Furious at Kojo
and Kamaria for disapproving of her newfound love, she left in anger. Dubaku remained silent as
Taniel ranted on about their rejection. It wasn't until the next day, when alone in their room that
Dubaku opened up
- "Why didn't you tell me your father was Obasi Nadi," Dubaku asked, with a sense of tension and
fear
- "What do you mean?" She asked with confusion. "His name is Kojo.
- "Everybody knows who he is, Taniel. He's a wanted man, six thousand coin is on his head.
- "What? No, you're wrong. His name in Kojo, he's just a shepherd," she replied in utter disbelief.
- "I'm sure of it. You don't see the posters anymore but about 7 years ago they were everywhere.
Taniel, he is a murderer," he said, staring into her eyes as she sat down, her body unable to support
the weight of the news
After making Dubaku promise not to tell anyone she quickly made her way back to the hut where
she confronted them both
- "Why didn't you tell me?" she asked, storming into the hut where they both sat
- "Tell you what, Nia?" asked Kamaria. Kojo was still displeased and immediately turned away
- "About Obasi Nadi?
- Hearing his long-forsaken name, Kojo quickly turned around in shock "Where did you hear that
name?"
- "Dubaku told me. Is it true?" she asked holding back the emotion "Is it true? Are you wanted for
murder?" Kojo turned back, holding his head as if to cover an open wound. Kamaria stood up and
took Taniel outside
- "It's true, Nia," said Kamaria, causing her to turn away in shock. "But you don't know the whole
story," she said, trying to explain what really happened. "After we were released from the corps we
tried to set up a life in Grimmele. We had friends there and some who were going through the same
as Kojo. Back then his name was Obasi Nadi. We lived a good life but Kojo struggled. The fort
nearby reminded him of his torture in Perun. One day, we were walking in the town and some
guards were arresting some drunken soldiers. They began to ght back and the violence spread
over to us. We both tried to get away but Kojo got hit by a stray spear. It was only a graze but it sent
him wild. He attacked the guards and killed all three. The soldiers ran away but soon more guards
came after us. We managed to escape but only just. The leader of the guard was an old friend from
the corps. He gave us some time but eventually had to do his job. He set out a warrant for the arrest
of Obasi Nadi. So we came here and Obasi became Kojo. That is why he doesn't go into town, that
is why those men came after us. This is the life we chose, and this is the secret we must keep.

Chapter 8 - The Path to Lirenno
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Taniel returned to her home in Crystalhelm the same day, both to process and to assure that the
secret was kept. Dubaku was waiting and promised, on the life of his mother, that his word would be
kept. A short time passed and the secret had faded into the back of their minds. Never spoken of
and never acknowledged and the couple continued their work as if nothing had happened
- "The restaurant is progressing perfectly, and it's all thanks to you, my little niece," said Cayman,
enjoying the comforts of his newly-furnished foyer. The re raged on as always but was now lighting
a room lled with even more extravagant decorations and furniture. Large crystals forced out of the
wall re ected the light of the re. The newly-woven carpet was soft and magni cent on the center
oor. Depicting elegant patterns and shapes around a central image of the very building it was for.
The portrait of Cayman atop the replace, standing tall and strong over the body of a Minotaur. An
obvious exaggeration that no one dared to point out
- "Yes," she said quietly, sitting down near him. "We are doing well.
- "You sound distant. Tell me, what troubles you. Desta, bring us some Honey Cake. Perhaps that
will cheer you up.
- "I feel like I could be doing more, Uncle.
- "More than serving the royal family," he laughed. "You should be honored. The house Jelani has
never seen such prestige. And remember who allowed it all to happen," he said, looking at her,
waiting for his own admiration
- "Yes, I know Uncle, you did and I am grateful. But there is more I can do. Every day I see children,
hungry on the streets. We have just enough leftovers for them, but I can do more. Dubaku and I
were thinking. What if I train someone to take my place? I could open a restaurant for the poor. We
could help feed everybody, not just the elite who don't need much more feeding.
- "Taniel, look around you, look at this room. Do you think we need to associate ourselves with those
people? They don't deserve your talents. They can feed themselves, and those that can't, well they
will breed some more eventually.
- "But we can do more, Uncle," she said in distress
- "I said no. You're just like your father was. A talented chef, a passion for cooking, but he too was
blindly compassionate and ambitious. In the end, it brought his death and why you almost perished
too. I am still the head of this house and that's the last I will hear of it." Angrily turning towards the
re as if to say, no more conversation for tonight
Taniel stood up in frustration and anger. Being close to Dubaku she knew of the hardships
that the townspeople face on a daily basis. And from her own journey from the cave, the desert and
to here she knew that life was hard. She had a talent and she needed to use it
The next day she stormed out and rode towards her family hut in the dry-lands. A routine
visit but an escape as well. She voiced her frustrations to Kamaria and Kojo who both advised a
simple truth. Her name is what brings people in from all over Veles. The restaurant is alive so long
as she cooks in it. Cayman may sit on top, but his throne is nothing without her support. Wherever
she goes, the people will follow
- "Whatever you decide, we will support you, Nia," said Kamaria
- "My wife is right, as always," said Kojo, smiling at Kamaria. "We have some ne relics of our past
that can be bartered for a building and more. If this is your purpose then you mustn't stop.
- "Thank you, both of you," she said, smiling graciously.
Ayo strolled along, playing with a new-found friend in the form of a small desert gerbil. The family
prepared for their evening meal and gathered around the re. The stew was boiling on the pot and
so too was Taniel's plan brewing in her mind. Her own restaurant and in her name. One that would
serve all, and pro ts dedicated to feeding those who needed it. Looking around, the smiles on their
faces, the icker of ames around the boiling pot that sent its avors owing into the air. She
savored this moment as if she knew that tonight marked a moment of transformation and that
tomorrow her life would dawn anew once more
Ready and proud she rode fast to her uncle. A glimmer of hope in her eyes with her plan and
family support as her ammunition in the argument she knew she would win. Explaining things in her
head, preparing the words and imagining what he would say. By the speed of her steed, she arrived
before midday. Her uncle, as usual, enjoying the comforts of his foyer and the avors of every
corner of Veles on his plate
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- "Uncle," she said with determination before following with her rehearsed speech. "This town needs
help and I have the talents to help them. If you will not help them then I will. I have decided to leave
the restaurant and begin my own. I will train a replacement before I go who will continue the
restaurant as it should be. I will be feeding the commoners and the starving. You won't have to
worry about any competition. I have made up my mind and nothing you say will change it." Ending
on a sigh of relief to the fact she did not make a single mistake
- Standing from his fashionable couch he approached her with a condescending strut and with an
unshaken tone responded: "And without my support, how will you feed your peasant friends,"
looking at her dead in the eye
- "My family will help me.
- "Your shepherd family," he laughed, walking aimlessly to the side
- "They will help to buy the building and together with my own coin we will build a restaurant
together," she said with a nervous defensive posture
- "I see. It sounds like you have this all gured out then," he said calmly, confusing Taniel, not
knowing what to expect. "If this is what you want then I cannot stop you. Go, I will not get in your
way." Taniel seemed even more confused but she took her victory and walked out quietly. Cayman's
patience, however, masked his true nature. "Find them," he said to his guard "and start with the
boy.

.
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Returning to her kitchen with a joyful bounce in her step she explained to those present about her
plans. Her sous-chef would replace her in time and she would return periodically to help support the
pro table reputation she had built. Dreaming of an independent future where she would help those
in need, those that had suffered and lived like she had once, brought satisfaction. It would take
some time to procure the building, the staff, the supplies and everything else she would need. But
each step would be taken with eager intent and liberated ambition
A few days had passed and Taniel was in her new routine of training her sous-chef and
learning from those that supported and supplied the restaurant all she would need to know
- "You're abnormally late, Pia," said Taniel, speaking to her current sous-chef and soon to be
replacement. A short but large woman from the White Kingdom, Eirwen. Pale yet with splashes of
red in her face from the blistering rays of the Daystar above
- "Sorry Chef, I was out late last night with some of the lads. They were celebrating after all," she
said, failing to avoid the re ecting light in this room of metal pans and pots
- "Whatever they were celebrating it can wait. If you are going to be the head Chef here you need to
dedicate the time. My mother would tell me the same when training me.
- "Which mother are you on about now?" She asked rhetorically with a faint giggle before stopping
to hold her aching head. "Anyway, it's a good thing they caught him. One less murderer to think
about now, eh Chef.
- "What do you mean?" She asked, abruptly halting the chopping of potatoes
- "The murderer from years ago. Have you not heard? They nally caught him, well I say caught,
just a head to carry back," she laughed, forgetting her headache once more
- Taniel clenched the knife and turned forcefully to Pia, "Whose head?" She demanded, leaning over
her short sous-chef
- "Obasi something," she replied, leaning back. "What does it matter anyway?
Taniel dropped the knife with a sudden inhale of pain. Backing off she couldn’t believe what
she had heard. Regaining her focus she rushes towards her horse and immediately heads back to
the hut where her family lives. Galloping through the dusty dry air, the only moisture is that of her
tears as they are swept away by the rushing air she is cutting through. As she gets closer the scent
of desert oor is dominated by that of smoke and sizzling esh. When she nally arrives she is met
with a sight that brings her to her knees, crying in pain. The hut is little more than smoldering wood
and animal skin. The animals are nowhere to be seen and the re pit still ready for a meal that was
yet to be cooked. Her dust- lled cheeks mark the stream of her tears as she slowly stands up and
searches for any sign of what happened
"Nooo," she cries aloud at the sight of burnt bodies within the remains of the hut. No one, not
even little Ayo was left alive. One female and a male with no head marked the remains of her family.
But three more males were also on the ash pit bearing marks of a sword ght. Severed hands and
split bodies indicated that the two warriors who lived here did not go down willingly. Brushing away
her tears and replacing them with anger she begins to search the three men who killed her family.
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Little remained that she could use to identify them but one hand, that laid severed below some
animal skin, revealed a tattoo. The form of a scorpion, drawn with human bones marked the wrist. It
would be the only thing she retains from this place before returning to the bodies of her family. They
would not be left like this, she thought.
She prepared more wood and ignited a funeral re that would send their bodies into the air
to become one with the desert. A tradition Kojo had once mentioned to her and one that she knew
they deserved. She left the bodies of those who did this to rot somewhere further away from the hut
she once called home and set her sights back to Crystalhelm
Her sous-chef was busy preparing for the evening meal when Taniel came storming in
- "Where did you nd those men?" She demanded, forcing Pia against the counter
- "You're hurting me," she replied with discomfort
- "Where?
- "In the Rat Den," she replied
- Taniel quickly marched out without even an explanation and headed towards the Rat Den. A local
tavern frequented by travelers and criminals. She barged her way in without much resistance from
those inside and went straight towards the barman with the severed hand in hers, "Who was this
man?" She asked, invoking silence in an otherwise bustling dark hole
- "Why should I tell you?" He asked with disgust in his tone
- Without hesitation, Taniel leapt over the bar and forced the larger man to the ground. Smashing a
bottle over the bar she forced the jagged edge to the man's throat. "Tell me, or that comment will be
the last words your throat ever says." The shock of her abilities and the blood dripping from the
break in his skin reluctantly changes his mind
- Angrily and distastefully he replies: "Why not ask your uncle.
- "Why would my uncle know anything," she shouted, pushing the bottle a little deeper into his
throat
- "Last I heard the Dead Scorpions had a job up there. A good one too from how much drink they
bought last night," he said with a sadistic smile. A smile Taniel quickly carved off his face before
leaving with no resistance from a dispersing crowd
Was he truly involved, she thought to herself? Pacing back and forth, trying to decide what to
do next. As the Daystar began its journey below the horizon she quickly made her way back to the
Jelani Estate. Her anger left her little choice but to confront Cayman and get the truth out of him no
matter what. She rushed through the gates and forced her way through the doors. Only Desta was
around, tidying up
- "Where is he?" Asked Taniel, impatient and ready for a confrontation
- "He is in his room," she responded, and Taniel quickly ran towards it. "But he has company," she
shouted, though to no avail, as Taniel was too focused on the route ahead to hear any words from
behind her
Rushing up the stairs she hastily proceeded toward Cayman’s room, but just as she got to
the door and placed her hand on the handle she stopped. From inside she could hear voices, just
clear enough to make out a few words "You did not tell us who he was," the voice said before
stomping towards the door. Taniel backed off and hid behind one of the ornaments in the dark
corridor. The man left followed by a distanced Cayman. The man Cayman was with was large and
well equipped. Leather boots and body armor with a steal shoulder plate over his right arm. A sword
extended from his belt and his leather gauntlets gave way to a mark on his wrist. A scorpion made
from bones. Taniel began to squeeze the wooden stand of which she hid behind trying to control her
anger. As Cayman disappeared from view she snuck into his room and began to look around for
more information. Drawer after drawer was opened and searched but nothing relevant until she
stumbled upon something else, something that changed everything. Within a small chest on his
desk was a piece of jewelry that meant more to Taniel than anything else in the room. It was a
golden chain with two large discs on the front. A cloak clasp that showed off his wealth. Taniel
immediately jumped back to a memory she had long forgotten but that haunted her dreams for
many years after
A carriage rocks along an old trade route in the night, heavy raindrops strike against the thin
but strong roof enhancing the sound heard within. A small girl of four is held by her mother. Her
father smiles on the opposite seat as he watches his family embrace against the cold. Tangled in
thick woolen blankets, the mother and daughter share stories of summer months when they would
enjoy their walks in the woods. The girl stares into her mother's eyes and catches the shimmer of
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the candlelit lamp glowing for them inside. All feels warm, peaceful, and safe for the girl. In a
moment of pain, as if a knife was plunged into her chest she remembers her father being pulled out
by the blade of a goblin in the night. The two yellow eyes that appear next turn into focus. Her uncle,
wearing the necklace and reaching out to her. Her mother screaming for her but is quickly overrun
by the remaining pack. Her uncle stands still, no attempt to ght or escape from the ensuing
devastation that is folding upon his family. Towering over him, a large goblin looks down on them.
Gryrx, the Captain she killed extends his hand, looking down with disgust. Cayman holds Taniel in
both hands and placed her in Gryrx's. He turns around, holding the small human child in one hand
and walks away. The rest of the pack take what they can and disappear into the night, leaving
Cayman alone and unharmed
The realization of who is responsible for all her years in torment and agony sends her into a
frantic rage. She throws the chain down and runs through the corridor screaming his name.
Descending into the foyer she leaps onto Cayman bringing him to the ground
- "You did this. You killed my family. You sent me to the goblins and killed my mother and father,"
she cried, pushing her weight down onto him with one st ready to break his face as soon as she
hears an answer
- "No, don't hurt me," he pleads, turning his face and closing his eyes in a cowardly fashion
- "Tell me," she shouts, punching him once in the ear
- He screams out in pain and shouts for the guards who come rushing in and pull her off him. The
man with the tattoo is amongst them and helps Cayman back to his feet. He slaps her whilst she is
restrained. "You were never meant to nd out, Taniel. But now you have I guess it doesn't matter.
Yes, I did it. My brother was trying to send me to the cold North, to head up the operation of his
expansion in Eirwen. He would have condemned our house to ridicule and disownment with his
dream, a dream you now share. So I killed them. I knew of the goblin raiders, I knew how to sway
them into taking the carriage and all the gold I hid in it, and I let them take you. My brother’s heir. I
couldn't have you running around. I gured they would eat you. When you returned I considered
nishing the job, but when you showed your talents as a chef and no memory of what happened I
saw an opportunity. That is until your father’s dreams came back to haunt me. But without your
support from your peasant family in the dry-lands, I would keep my pro t-making chef right where I
wanted her.
- "It didn't take much convincing from your boyfriend either to give up their location. Just a little
squeeze of his mother's throat and he sang," said the man with the tattoo, proudly explaining how
he managed it. "But he didn't tell us that your man in the desert was Obasi Nadi. He and his bitch
wife killed three of my men. Less reward money for them, I guess. But we still killed the boy's
mother for not warning us," he chuckled as he enjoyed the torment he caused Taniel who was
violently throwing her weight around
- "Yes," said Cayman, "In any case, you are mine now. Your little restaurant for the local scum will
never be and you will continue to be my head chef. And if I hear any bad reviews of your food
slipping, my friend here will kill your boyfriend too. You will never leave," he said, looking into her
eyes
In this moment Taniel snapped. The thought of being trapped again brought forth her
strength and sent her into a frightening rage. With one leg she stomped on the inner knee of one of
the men holding her, forcing him to the ground and releasing her hand. She turned towards the
other man, breaking his nose with her forehead and grabbing his dagger from his waist skillfully
killing them both. The man with the tattoo drew his sword and charged at her kicking her backward
and onto the wooden table behind. With a heavy swing, he brought the sword down upon her,
smashing the table just as she rolled off. The two readied their step whilst Cayman watched from
behind the couch. The swordsman had the strength and reach but Taniel had agility, speed, and the
training of Kamaria behind her. She quickly managed to outmaneuver him, cutting him as she did.
On his knees, he still continued to swing but with little effect as Taniel came up behind him and
forced the blade into his upper spine, breaking it as she pulled it out. Cayman looked on in horror as
Taniel turned her attention on to him. He ungracefully dashed towards the exit but Taniel was too
fast for him. She forced him against the replace with her dagger tightly gripped in her hands
- "Please, show me mercy," he begged with jittering lips at the terror in his heart
- "You don't deserve any," she said, with disgust and anger in her face as she used the jagged blade
to slice open his stomach and push him into the raging inferno of the re below.
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- Desta, who was secretly watching from the partly opened door to the kitchen quickly ran in "Come,
Taniel, the other guards will be here soon. You need to leave now." Covered in blood she followed
her through the back which opened to the forest where she could escape
- "Thank you, Desta," she said, saying goodbye forever and disappearing into the dark woods
As she ran through the forest her memory of a path began to ash in her mind. A statue of a
man’s face made of wood and covered in moss would mark the beginning. It stood before her as if
calling her in. Markers in the form of stumps, rocks, and fallen trees would lead the way.
Disregarded by all, but to her, a path once traveled. At the end of the route stood a cliff, hidden by
the trees and covered in vines so tall they draped it in waving leaves. This was no ordinary cliff to
her. This was the entrance to something that was long ago hidden and since forgotten. Her mother
showed her when she was young as to pass on the responsibility of protecting its secrets. In
amongst the shrub were leavers, hidden in holes that would devour a grown man's arm. She knew
the location and what they could do. Placing a large stick inside one of them only to pull out the little
that remained as the mechanism would crush anything that should not be. Trying again but this time
with some blood from her battered lips she pulled the stick out uncrushed. Her blood was the key
that would open the cliff. The blood of her ancestor who built this vault and placed the protection
spell upon it.
The correct combination was still required, but the layout of the holes reminded her of the
markings on the ring she still had, and always had, around her neck. The markings were of the
shape that the holes made as dots joined in the ring. The correct combination was shown with a
thicker dot. Repeating the pattern six times around the inner ring, each pattern with a different
thicker dot to mark the combination. At last, the cliff would open. At the base, a large boulder moved
out of the way to reveal an opening that led deeper into the cliff. An unlit torch with some int was
waiting on the entrance wall as she entered the long since-sealed vault. As she reached the end of
the corridor, the light from her torch revealed the opening. A large room lled with books and
paintings. Some heavy armor stood upon a metal support with a sword placed in its sheath to the
side. The large portrait of the woman who wore the armor stood proud to one side. A strong and
proud woman bearing the ring Taniel now wore around her neck. The sigil was different, but the ring
was unmistakable. Her lineage was inscribed on a scroll that rested on a desk below it. She saw her
name and that of her mother Delu. It traced back to the woman in the armor, Amara, born ATD
2283, a Queen's guard, her great grandmother
The history of her lineage was enthralling, but the signi cance of it escaped her. As she
placed the scroll down she felt a sudden draw to the portrait, as if something was calling her in.
Grabbing the edge she slowly opened it like a large door leading to a hidden place. When she
opened it she was thrown back by the force of magic and light that escaped its con nement. When
she lowered her arm, concealing her eyes from the blinding purple light, she saw the glowing shard
of a crystal. Presented on a small silver stand in the center of the hole in the rock, it convoked
power and magic around it. This was her calling. Somehow she knew that this crystal was meant for
her and her path ahead would reveal itself to her. Standing up she walked towards it and grabbed it
rmly in her hand. The immediate release of energy excited her as if a new life was being
summoned inside her. This new life had a new meaning. To ght for those who needed it. Families
who were suffering and villages who needed aid. A new con dence brewed inside her. The power of
this crystal showed her strength and purpose and she would follow
The books and scrolls of this vault contained many secrets, not just of her family and history
but of magic and battles. The texts would help her on her journey and so she compiled them in a
bag along with some scrolls and other supplies. Her great grandmother’s light armor t as if it was
hers. And with sword and crystal in hand, she set off on her new path. But before she began there
was one place she needed to return to. Avoiding the guards she took back her horse and rode off
into the night. Tired but determined she did not stop. Re ecting on the life now destroyed behind
her, the man she thought loved her now weeping over the body of his mother who died as a result of
his betrayal. The recollections did nothing to slow her down until eventually, she returned to where it
all began. Arriving at a large wooden entrance to a cave she had long left behind her. Walking in she
could still smell the rotting bodies of the long-dead goblins. Left as they fell nothing had returned
since. In the center, the bones of Gryrx stained the oor he died on. Her rst kill, back before she
had a name. And in the corner, the bones of Tarx, the Goblin Healer who helped her survive all
those years. Sitting beside her bones, Taniel rested her hand on her skull, still bearing the purple
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hairs that Taniel would later adopt as her own. No words were said as she mourned the loss of a
mother she knew longer than any other
Before leaving she stepped over Gryrx's bones, kicking his skull out of the way and into the
echoing darkness of the cavern. Beneath his spine rested the dagger which she used to take his
life. A sentimental object now which she would wield in battles to come
The morning light ltered through the trees that lined the entrance to the cave as Taniel
began her new life. But she was now not alone. In the trees, a familiar gure stood in their shadows.
"Hey," she shouted, chasing after the gure. "I know you," she said before reaching the treeline but
the gure vanished, nowhere to be seen. Where it stood lay a letter with an eagle, oil stained into
the paper. A letter that would soon change the fate of Veles, forever
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Taniel's story continues in Dead Throne

