Chapter 1:  Tegil’s Canyon

The party had been following a trail wide enough for humanoids—but not mounts—to follow, and eventually the vegetation had dwindled, revealing a vast chaparral to the east.  They were approaching a precipice, beyond which they would have to descend along a steep grade if they were to continue to advance.  They could also backtrack westward a few hundred feet, and take a less steep, but more meandering, path.  This would, of course, be less hazardous, but it would add an extra 5 minutes to their trip, which wasn’t much in the greater scheme of things, and they weren’t in a particular hurry to get down at the moment.

Walking along a slight decline, they could see much of the arid valley that would soon become their surroundings.  To their north and east was a sprawling plain of shrubs that peppered the otherwise barren landscape.  To the south and southeast was a continuing decline towards a below-sea-level Anaurochan desert, and it was now evident that a wagon trail extended northward from that southern lowland towards the sprawling plain ahead of them.

With Saradette in the lead, the quintet of heroes headed ever eastward, though as the precipice got closer, they began smelling freshly billowing smoke, and began discerning maniacal laughter coupled with some screams that had previously been masked by the breeze.  The gnome looked back to Barkley, who was in front of the cluster of four behind the gnome, and motioned for the others to stay back as they had on a few occasions already throughout their journeys.

It was noontide, high noon, lunchtime to some, but these heroes’ bellies had been recently filled with a late breakfast.  The smell of cooking meat, however began to couple the smoke that Saradette could now see dispersing in the wind.  She and Barkley stopped at a ridge on the plateau that dropped about 5’ before the rest of the elevated land continued towards the precipice.  The gnome and archon whispered a few words before a second sharp scream and the laughing of at least two gnolls and one hyena—Barkley could easily tell the two types of sounds apart—sent shivers down the spines of all five heroes.
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Behind the hound archon and the rock gnome were the three humans whose skills were best put to use when stealth was not relevant.  Saradette hopped off the 5’ ledge, then Moved Silently towards a shrub twice her height, and meandered around a few other clumps of vegetation before taking up a position behind a thick bush.
	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	Saradette, Hide
	4
	Dex (+3)
	4
	11
	15
	26

	Saradette, Move Silently
	4
	Dex (+3)
	4
	11
	9
	20


NPC Spot & Listen rolls hidden.  Outcome undisclosed to players.

She then spied, at a distance of about 500’ from her and about 250’ lower in altitude, the rather horrible image of exactly two gnolls and one hyena enjoying the delightful taste of humanoid flesh.

An adult female humanoid was bent over a makeshift pillory, weeping her last tears before the gnolls went at her again after lunch.  A few body parts—mostly torsos, abdomens, and genitalia—had been thrown to the hyena, who gladly feasted upon the fresh kills.  There were also at least two adult humanoids tied to a stake in the ground, and two wagons with four living horses still tethered.  The wagon wheels were likely locked so the herbivorous beasts could not flee.  Saradette suspected that the horses were more valuable in pulling the wagon than as meat to the wily gnolls, while the humanoids were a direct threat, and usually held to be a higher grade of meat than horse, at least to gnolls.
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Saradette could tell that the voices of the two pleading humanoids tied to the stake were males, and could not see any other people who would soon become food.
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It was evident to Saradette that this portion of the trail, which wound around the least steep path from the south to the north here, had been chosen for its convenient blind spot, which the gnolls had exploited as the wagons had come around the bend.

Round 1

Saradette sighed softly as she surveyed the scene.  There was little doubt that her newfound compatriots would want to rescue the gnolls’ future meals from their fate, whatever Saradette had to say about it.  With that in mind, she looked at the hillside to find the safest route to the bottom, one that would both provide some cover, and not be too dangerous to traverse.  This would take time; hopefully there would still be someone to rescue when they arrived.  She started down, based on her best estimate of a viable route.  Barkley would no doubt divine what she intended, and inform the others.  She had no intention of moving too much closer unless the others followed behind her.

Her senses confirmed that, indeed, the safest route down would be along the northwestern route, which would have no line of sight to the gnolls, but she estimated that they would take slightly longer to walk down this way than to climb down via the slope just northeast of here, which would also have no line of sight to the gnolls, but would be a lot closer, and any slipping would likely make enough noise to alert the gnolls to the presence of intruders.

Saradette headed and pointed northwest, backtracking a bit, and making herself obvious to her friends now that she was well out of sight from the gnolls.
	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	Barkley, Move Silently
	2
	Dex (+1)
	0
	3
	14
	17

	Saradette, Move Silently
	4
	Dex (+3)
	4
	11
	5
	16


Outcome unknown.

Laryssa grimaced at the scene unfolding, though she had no line of sight to what was happening.  While the distance made the grisly details unclear, the situation was obvious. The question was, what to do?  The tenets of the Shield Maiden were straightforward enough:  protect the weak. But while the armor she wore made her safer, it also made quiet movement near impossible... although the humanoids were unlikely to hear this far away, the closer she’d get, the more certain they’d be alerted.  Speaking to the others in low tones unlikely to carry, she commented, “Not much chance I can sneak up on them in this banded mail.  About all I can do is get to a vantage point and try to pepper them with arrows once they know we’re here. Not a great chance to hit them at this distance, but better than nothing.
	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	Laryssa, Move Silently
	0
	Dex (+1)
	-6
	-5
	16
	11


Outcome unknown.

Elsabet also did her best to move silently and hide as much as possible while moving, though she knew not whose lead to follow.  Laryssa was heading southeast, while the others were heading northeast at Saradette’s somatic behest.
	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	Elsabet, Move Silently
	0
	Dex (+1)
	-1
	0
	17
	17


Outcome unknown.

As she sidled forward and got her first look down at the area below, Elsabet said quietly, “Wow, it sounded like those gnolls were a lot closer!  Must have been a trick of the wind.  I think we can get a lot closer before they’re likely to notice us, if we’re just careful.  Let’s all keep moving.”

Creeping along at the rear of the group BelDamon tried to stay calm.  “So, this is it?  We’re really going to do this?  Like Rola Buttlestoon.”  When no one responded to the reference, he qualified, “You know... Rola Buttlestoon, from the tales of Rola Buttlestoon!”  He glanced up at the glaring high noon sun, then nearly jumped out of his skin as he stepped on what he thought was a snake but turned out to just be a twisted branch poking up out of the ground.  “Ahh, Geez!”

	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	BelDamon, Move Silently
	0
	Dex (+2)
	0
	2
	6
	8


Outcome unknown.
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Round 2

Saradette walked towards the same ridge down which she’d already jumped in order to climb back up it and rendezvous with Barkley.

	Skill
	Rank
	Ability
& Mod.
	Misc.
Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	Barkley, Move Silently
	2
	Dex (+1)
	0
	3
	16
	19

	BelDamon, Move Silently
	0
	Dex (+2)
	0
	2
	9
	11

	Elsabet, Move Silently
	0
	Dex (+1)
	-1
	0
	12
	12

	Laryssa, Move Silently
	0
	Dex (+1)
	-6
	-5
	2
	-3

	Saradette, Move Silently
	4
	Dex (+3)
	4
	11
	18
	29


Outcome unknown, but Laryssa’s cracking of a branch under her boots made all PCs cringe.
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Round 3

They kept going either south-southeast or east-northeast, and could tell by the sound of the howling and taunting gnolls that they hadn’t been alerted to the heroes’ presence by Laryssa’s careless step.

[Everyone takes 10 on this round.]
	Skill
	Rank
	Ability
& Mod.
	Misc.
Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	Barkley, Move Silently
	2
	Dex (+1)
	0
	3
	10
	13

	BelDamon, Move Silently
	0
	Dex (+2)
	0
	2
	10
	12

	Elsabet, Move Silently
	0
	Dex (+1)
	-1
	0
	10
	10

	Laryssa, Move Silently
	0
	Dex (+1)
	-6
	-5
	10
	5

	Saradette, Move Silently
	4
	Dex (+3)
	4
	11
	10
	21


Outcome unknown.
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Round 4

Saradette smiled at Barkley as the archon-hyena jumped southward.  The heroes moving mostly east and south noticed Laryssa moving south.  They knew the archer’s tactics, and understood that her movement would give away everyone’s else’s position.

Down below, the screaming continued as the hyenas took a few cooked limbs and sucked their flesh raw in front of the victims’ relatives.  Oh, the horror!  Soon, Laryssa would have a line of sight to the grisly scene, though she would still be hundreds of feet away from the action.

Laryssa cringed inwardly each time a misstep evoked a loud snap of a broken branch.  However, upon reflection, there might be an upside should the gnolls hear her.  As the others were making their way in a different direction, drawing the evil humanoids’ attention towards herself would make their noticing the others less likely.  Protecting others was perhaps not merely a matter of arms.

Elsabet looked around at her companions, and spoke softly to BelDamon, who was closest to her, “Relax, friend, we can handle these things.  I have faith that Mayaheine will aid us.  And perhaps you can tell us later about this Rola person.  For now, perhaps just focus on moving quietly.”  She winked at him, and continued softly, “Stay close to me, and I’ll do my best to make sure we both survive; the gnolls will have to go through me to get to you.”

To herself, she thought, hopefully the forward group would get closer together as they got closer to the gnolls, so her gift of Protection from the Goddess could help them all in combat.  And she said a quick prayer that Laryssa’s arrows be blessed with the luck of the goddess too; if the gnolls don’t see the arrows coming, that might help make up for the long range.

After transforming into a hyena, Barkley decided to head south as the others headed mainly east.  His intent was to get the attention of the gnolls and maybe even their hyena so the others could move a bit more quickly into position.  The next leg of his descent would involve some crafty maneuvering and quick reflexes, so the archon turned hyena chose his path carefully.
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Round 5

[image: ]

BelDamon followed Elsabet and Saradette southeastward as Laryssa continued south and Barkley began to descend the steep slope.
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Barkley cautiously but urgently made his way down the slope.
	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	Barkley, Jump
	2
	Str (+2)
	0
	4
	20
	24


Success.  No tumble required.
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Elsabet kept going stealthily as necessary to get as close as possible.  Saradette also kept moving southeast toward the enemy.

	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	BelDamon, Jump
	0
	Str (+1)
	0
	1
	5
	6

	Elsabet, Jump
	4
	Str (+2)
	-1
	5
	10
	15


See below.

And though BelDamon didn’t really hurt himself, he tripped and was glad that Elsabet was in front of him and didn’t see him almost fall on his face.
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Round 6

They all kept going in the same direction.
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Round 7

Barkley could now see the gnolls and most of what was going on down there, and Saradette was now beginning to get a line of sight to the carnage.
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There were indeed two gnolls and a single hyena, and though they weren’t sure how many victims were alive or dead, they could see at least two alive at the moment.

Barkley was now at the edge of a 20’ cliff, looking down, and trying to find the shortest jump to the slope that led to the valley.  Saradette could now see the path before her, which consisted of a 150’ to 200’ cliff—depending on where one scaled it.

And then, one of the gnolls spotted Barkley, who continued along his planned path, waiting to see if the gnolls did anything more than just look at him.
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Round 8

Seeing the >20’ drop, Barkley found no shorter jump immediately to his south along the ridge, so he took his chances dropping down from where he was.
	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	Barkley, Jump
	2
	Str (+2)
	0
	4
	9
	13

	Barkley, Reflex
	2
	Dex (+1)
	0
	3
	7
	10

	Barkley, Tumble
	0
	Dex (+1)
	0
	1
	untrained
	

	Barkley, Balance
	0
	Dex (+1)
	0
	1
	12
	13


Dmg:  3 [5/8].
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Elsabet and BelDamon followed Saradette southeast.  Reaching the edge of the cliff, and seeing the >200’ drop before them, the three bipeds looked at one another.  Sure, there was a middle part that was sloped at only about 70 to 80 degrees, but the two ends of the cliff were cliff:  sheer cliff.

Laryssa had also reached a point beyond which she didn’t feel comfortable pressing her luck.  If she were a hyena, maybe, but not in this form.

The gnolls and their pet hyena were curious; this much was obvious.  They could now see all five of the heroes on their respective spots, and spoke to one another barely loud enough for Saradette to hear the voices.  One nodded to the other as their hyena began to giggle.
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Round 9

	Character
	Group
	Initiative
	Roll
	Modified Roll
	Move

	Laryssa
	1
	3
	17
	20
	20’

	Gnoll
	2
	0
	19
	19
	20’

	Elsabet
	1
	4
	6
	10
	30’

	Barkley
	1
	4
	3
	7
	30’

	Saradette
	1
	1
	5
	6
	20’

	Hyena
	2
	2
	2
	4
	50’

	BelDamon
	1
	2
	1
	3
	30’



The gnolls began to coo with a “woo-woo-woo!” as if they were implying that someone did a naughty thing.  They began to backtrack around to where they’d been, and the hyena followed along, though its body language betrayed an excitement that foreshadowed the frenzy that would ensue now that new flesh had presented itself.  And what was this?  They had a hyena too?  ‘Oh, this is just too good to pass up,’ thought both gnolls, grabbing their favorite instruments of warfare.

Barkley sprinted southeastward.

[image: ]

Saradette sighed as she looked over the cliff.  She’d thought that there was a quick way down, but that wasn’t the case.  She turned to her companions.  “I’m sorry; I thought we could go this way.  At least they’re,” she pointed at the gnolls, “moving away from the people.”

Saradette then led the others north-northwestward.
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Elsabet shook her head at Saradette.  The favored soul of Mayaheine had fairly poor vision—particularly in this silty atmosphere—and squinted at the two gnolls and hyena who moved south to meet the new hyena that was sprinting mostly eastward.  She followed along.

Elsabet shrugged; apparently the gnome had been fooled by a trick of the light, which made strange patterns on the slopes and rocks below.  She smiled at Saradette.  “It could happen to anyone.  This is rougher terrain than I’m used to myself.  Alright, let’s get going.”  She bowed her head slightly to Saradette and followed in the direction of the easier path down.  She was no longer concerned with concealing herself or being quiet—the gnolls knew they were here now, so they might as well hustle.

Saradette picked the best path down to the road, and moved along as quickly as she could.  Her goal was to lead them down to the captives, and arrive there as a group.
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Hoping that Barkley would not foolishly rush into melee with these three murderers, Laryssa drew her longbow and began moving northeast towards the others.

BelDamon, Elsabet, and Saradette reached the 5’ ridge where they’d just come from, and prepared to climb it.
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Round 10

Laryssa continued making her way northeast towards the other three, keeping an eye on the ground below.

The gnolls were happy to receive the new hyena.  If it didn’t work out, they could always eat it.

BelDamon, Elsabet, and Saradette climbed the 5’ ridge.
	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	BelDamon, Climb
	0
	Str (+1)
	0
	1
	18
	19

	Elsabeth, Climb
	0
	Str (+2)
	-1
	1
	5
	6

	Saradette, Climb
	4
	Str (+0)
	0
	4
	16
	20


Success, fail, success.

BelDamon and Saradette got over the lip of the plateau pretty quickly, but Elsabeth ended up exactly where she was before.
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Barkley tried to draw the enemies’ attention, and continued to run southeastward.
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The gnolls and hyena stared on, preparing mentally for an ambush or something sneaky.
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Round 11

Laryssa huffed northeastward quickly in an effort to catch up with the others.

Seeing the heroes on the mountaintop making their way northward, the gnolls began to suspect foul play.  Their hyena was likely a ruse, but they would put these goodie-goodies in their place.  They moved towards their victims, with toothy smiles.

Elsabet tried to climb the 5’ ridge again.
	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	Elsabet, Climb
	0
	Str (+2)
	-1
	1
	14
	15


Success.

Barkley, seeing that the gnolls turned back towards their captives, decided to change his course.  With no point where the gnolls and hyena could not see him, he realized that he was about to be directly upwind of the gnolls.  He thus headed _____ward.

Saradette stopped when she saw that Elsabet was having trouble.  “Can you help her?  I will keep the gnolls busy.”  The gnome took her short bow, nocked an arrow, and sent a shot toward the gnolls, who were about 500’ away from her, horizontally, and a few hundred feet below.  With barely a direct line of sight to one of them [based on the most liberal interpretation of this map’s topography], she fired.
	Ranged Weapon
	Dmg.
	D+
	TH+
	Critical
	Rng.
	Wt.
	Atk
	Roll
	Check

	Shortbow
	1d4
	0
	-18 range
	x3
	60’
	1.0
	-16
	12
	-4


Miss.

The hyena stayed close to the gnolls.
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Round 12

Seeing that the gnolls were returning their attention to the captives and Saradette had begun opening fire, Laryssa began firing as well...  despite the distance, perhaps the Bright Lady would look favorably on her efforts.  At a distance of about 525’, and with a clear line of sight, the paladin squinted as she released the single arrow.
	Ranged Weapon
	Dmg.
	D+
	TH+
	Critical
	Rng.
	Wt.
	Atk
	Roll
	Check

	Shortbow
	1d6
	0
	-18
	x3
	60’
	2.0
	-16
	17
	1


Miss.

The gnolls had seen enough.  The gnome’s arrow fell far short of its mark, and the second, a few dozen feet closer.  Ou!  Ou!  Ou!” one of them cooed as one of the gnolls grabbed the bound female and put the blade of a short sword to her neck.  Barkley and Laryssa both saw this.

The bound woman screamed for her life.

The hyena stayed perched on the ground they’d selected to stage their heist of this two-wagon caravan.  The female watched Barkley with a dripping maw and a keen pair of eyes.  Occasionally, the animal turned to see what the gnolls were doing.

Elsabet motioned the others forward while trying to keep up, a disgusted look on her face.  The gnolls were going to do something nasty, she just knew it.

Barkley, Saradette, and BelDamon continued northward in the direction of the slope that would yield the easiest decline, though it would take minutes to get down.

Then Elsabet received a vision from Mayaheine—marked with the same signature aura as the one bestowed upon her when she was first chosen as a favored soul of her goddess—and had no time to warn the others before deific favors teleported BelDanon, Elsabeth, Laryssa, and Saradette unto Barkley’s midst just downhill from the gnolls who had by now resorted to torturing their captives so that their screams would lure the heroes down the hill.

The urgency of the captives’ screaming died down to just crying.  Still, Laryssa wasted no time questioning finding herself back among her allies as she slung her bow and drew the steel consecrated to the Shield Maiden.  “Let us hurry and save the captives if we can, and avenge them if we must.”
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The rock formation between the PCs and the NPCs prevents both parties from seeing one another right now, but it’s safe to assume that the gnolls are vigilant of the spot where the PCs now are because it’s where Barkley is assumed to be.  The brown line represents the least steep path on the map, which is about 15 degrees upward and clockwise.  Any climb not indicated by a degree on the map indicates a slope steeper than 35 degrees on the average.

Round 13

The heroes gathered their wits, and prepared for battle.  The gnolls knew that Barkley was to their south-southwest, but had no line of sight to him at the moment because of the outcropping of rock.  However, no longer seeing the heroes at the top of the cliff, they turned their attention back from torturing their bound captives to the new hyena that couldn’t be far, based on where they’d last seen it.

Saradette kept her bow in hand, and moved toward the gnolls as quickly as she could.
	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	Saradette, Climb
	4
	Str (+0)
	0
	4
	7
	11


Distance covered:  4 x 20’ = 80’ – 10’ incline = 70’.

Because of the steepening topography, the rock gnome would be unable to sprint until she reached the rock outcropping, at which point she would be on par altitude with the gnolls.

Laryssa followed at a brisk pace that allowed her to almost keep up to the steadier of foot rogue that now led them upward.
	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	Laryssa, Climb
	0
	Str (+2)
	-6
	-4
	17
	13


No problem keeping up with Saradette.  See map below.

The paladin then looked back and urged the other three heroes to steel their nerves and save the innocents.

The gnolls’ hyena made its way to a plateau that it had already marked with its own urine, and spotted Laryssa for sure, maybe the others too.

The shorter gnoll made its way carefully southward through the brush, but did not gain a line of sight to any of the heroes.

One of the horses anchored to the wagons neighed, unable to wrest the wheels free.

Death hung in the open air.

Barkley wrongly ascertained that the wind was in their favor, so he rushed up the slope trying to flank the gnolls to the right.
No check needed.

Whizzing by Laryssa and Saradette, the hyena made its way to the short summit.

BelDamon made his way up the hill.
	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	BelDamon, Climb
	0
	Str (+1)
	0
	1
	15
	16


See below.

The warlock scaled the slope as well as he could.

Elsabet took a moment to cast protection from evil [expired on Round 24] on herself, in the hope that thanks to the deity’s intervention she could close with the enemy before the spell ran out, and that at least it could help protect her from missile fire once she came into her sight.
Elsabet gained +2 to AC and Saves vs. evil creatures.

She then breathed out “Praise Mayaheine” loud enough for her companions to hear, but hopefully not the gnolls, as she started moving along the path closer towards where she believed the gnolls and captives were located, bastard sword in hand.  Stealth was no longer her primary concern; speed was more important.  Some of the others might be able to move readily through the more difficult terrain between the gnolls and where the party had been divinely deposited, but Elsabet knew her own limitations in that regard, as had been amply illustrated up on the ridge.

Amidst the screams of the female victim tied to a stake, Elsabet hoped that the gnolls would let the captives live long enough for a rescue, and she hoped her companions would be beside her in the fight, but she had to get moving; stopping to cast the spell was all the delay she was willing to take.  She put her faith in the goddess and moved as fast as she could.

One gnoll made it to the point at which it had a line of sight to those behind Barkley, but not to the hyena-shaped archon.  None of the heroes spotted it yet.
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Round 14

As the stragglers caught up, Saradette stayed with Laryssa, ensuring that neither of them was caught out alone.

Then the gnoll at the edge of the short plateau shot an arrow at Laryssa.
	Character
	Attack Type
	Damage
	Ranged?
	BAB
	Str Mod+
	Dex Mod+
	W+
	Other+
	Total Score
	Roll
	Total

	gnoll 2
	Shortbow
	1d6/x3
	þ
	1
	1
	2
	0
	-2 distance +2 height
	3
	11
	14


Miss.

The arrow fell just short of the paladin’s feet, and the gnoll cursed in its own barking tongue.

Elsabet saw this, and with her bastard sword in one hand, she now ran uphill along the dirt trail.  She could now clearly see the hyena atop the plateau, but not the larger gnoll who was about to kill a captive.

Barkley would have had to climb up the rocks if he’d assumed his hound archon form now, so he opted to defer this until reaching the top.  He continued his charge up the hill, realizing his mistake of the wind too late.  Needing to jump upward onto three fairly terraced rocks, he braced himself for an ambush once he reached the top.
	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	Barkley, Jump
	2
	Str (+2)
	0
	4
	9
	13

	Barkley, Jump
	2
	Str (+2)
	0
	4
	10
	14

	Barkley, Jump
	2
	Str (+2)
	0
	4
	5
	9


See below.

He made it to the top in what would have taken him at least three times longer in humanoid form.  And there was the gnoll, drawing another arrow to shoot at one of the heroes.

“We need to stay together,” Saradette called out.  She kept moving toward Barkley, who charged up towards the gnoll whom he could now hear, but not yet see.  [DM assumption] She led BelDamon and Laryssa up the hill.
	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	Saradette, Climb
	4
	Str (+0)
	0
	4
	16
	20

	BelDamon, Climb
	0
	Str (+1)
	0
	1
	8
	9

	Laryssa, Climb
	0
	Str (+2)
	-6
	-4
	7
	3


See map.

Though none of the heroes saw this, the taller gnoll indifferently slit the throats of the two male captives and walked over to the female as she screamed with horror.  The heroes heard the screams and cringed at the thought of what was happening up there.

[image: ]

[image: ]

Round 15

	Character
	Group
	Initiative
	Roll
	Modified Roll
	Move

	Elsabet
	1
	4
	18
	22
	30’

	Barkley
	1
	4
	12
	16
	30’

	Hyena
	2
	2
	13
	15
	50’

	BelDamon
	1
	2
	11
	13
	30’

	Gnolls
	2
	0
	12
	12
	20’

	Saradette
	1
	1
	9
	10
	20’

	Laryssa
	1
	3
	2
	5
	20’



Elsabet moved as fast as she could along the trail.  ‘Keep together,’ she thought, sure, after others started the whole thing heading in three different directions.  Saradette wasn’t wrong, but the situation was tricky....  Hopefully the rest of the party would be able to overwhelm their foe and break through, and if she got the attention.

Her thoughts raced even as she sped along the ground.  She might be making a mistake, but the gnoll with the captives had to be dealt with hopefully in time to save the captives’ lives.  Of course, she wanted the group to stay together—her gift from Mayaheine could protect all of them if they were close enough.  Heh.  Maybe if they dealt with the closer gnoll fast enough they could get to the enemy.  But although it seemed closer in distance to go through the rough terrain, it wasn’t at clear that it was faster....

The hyena on the hill could see her coming, and might have to be dealt with.  If it came after her, she’d call on the Goddess to protect her and hope to be able to defeat it quickly.  At least that way it wouldn’t be helping against the rest of the party.

Barkley pounced [charge attack (bite) with a 10’ sprint after landing on the plateau] upon the gnoll with the bow.
	Melee Weapon
	Dmg
	D+
	TH+
	Critical
	Type
	Wt.
	Atk
	Roll
	Check

	Bite
	1d6
	+2
	+2 charge
	20
	Piercing
	-
	+5
	12
	17


Hit.  Dmg:  4 + 2 = 6.

The gnoll retained its bow in hand, and nocked back an arrow before releasing it at the hyenarchon.  Barkley could see a handful of potion vials strapped to its armor for quick use, and guessed by the color that most were cure wounds potions.

The actual hyena, meanwhile, bolted over to the ensuing melee, and would to pounce on Barkley within seconds.
[The hyena plans a charge-flank attack against Barkley (based on his Sense Motive check).]

BelDamon hesitated.

The tall gnoll cut the rope that tethered the woman to the wooden stake, and led her by it.  Her neck and wrists were bound to one another, and to the leash that the gnoll was using as the two now headed hastily towards the horses. 

The shorter gnoll fired an arrow upon Barkley, invoking an attack of opportunity.
	Character
	Attack Type
	Damage
	Ranged?
	BAB
	Str Mod+
	Dex Mod+
	W+
	Other+
	Total Score
	Roll
	Total

	gnoll 2
	Shortbow
	1d6/x3
	þ
	1
	1
	2
	0
	0
	3
	14
	17


Hit (vs. hyena AC 14).  Dmg:  4 [1/8].

Barkley bit down hard and opportunistically.
	Melee Weapon
	Dmg
	D+
	TH+
	Critical
	Type
	Wt.
	Atk
	Roll
	Check

	Bite
	1d6
	+2
	0
	20
	Piercing
	-
	+3
	19
	22


Hit.  Dmg:  4 + 2 = 6.

And with this bite to the neck, the gnoll fell to the ground and began to die, unable to quaff any of the potions that it hadn’t quaffed already in the preparation for this so far bloody melee.

Saradette spared a glance in Elizabet’s direction, and kept scrambling upslope to aid Barkley.
	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	Saradette, Climb
	4
	Str (+0)
	0
	4
	5
	9


Fail.

The gnome backtracked about as much as she’d advanced in the last 6 seconds, ending up just a few feet away from where she’d just been.

Laryssa saw this, and gauged that the upward climb would be hard on her too.  She did her best with it, seeing no quick alternative.
	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	Laryssa, Climb
	0
	Str (+2)
	-6
	-4
	16
	12


See map.
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Round 16

The hyena charged and tried to pounce upon Barkley, who was himself nearly dead.
	Character
	Attack Type
	Damage
	BAB
	Str Mod+
	W+
	Other+
	Total Score
	Roll
	Total

	hyena
	Bite
	1d6+3
	1
	2
	0
	0
	3
	4
	7


Miss.

Overstepping its stride, the hyena went over the precipice and fell down the hill.
	Character
	Save vs.
	Ranks
	Roll
	Save

	hyena
	Reflex
	5
	15
	20


Success.

The canid-felinoid landed on its feet, albeit disoriented [i.e., flat-footed].

Elsabet kept heading on the trail to get to the captives as quickly as possible.

Laryssa did her best to keep up while drawing her sword.  Muttering under her breath, she reflected that being well-protected against attack apparently included having trouble getting to combat range to begin with.

BelDamon began to ponder upon the course of his life, and what had led him here.

The remaining gnoll pulled and tugged at the human woman to get her to walk faster despite her being bound at the ankles by a 1’ rope—limiting her stride—and reached the horses, instructing her to mount up as he lifted her over one horse’s back and slung her face down laterally across the herbivore’s saddle.

Huffing in her chain shirt, and nearly exhausted from her uphill run, Elsabet spotted the gnoll and captive as they reached the horses and frontmost wagon.

Barkley, having finished off one gnoll, turned to see the other by the wagon with the female human.  Ignoring the hyena that had leapt over him, and leaving it for the others to deal with, Barkley turned and charged towards the other gnoll in hopes of reaching it before it killed the last human.  He would not have had a good opportunity to attack if his stride had been faster, and so he used his paw-eye coordination to get himself in a charging position, and utilize the momentum on the next round to pounce on the gnoll without harming the human woman.

The horses were quite startled by the commotion, and one began to neigh its protest.
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Round 17

This entire time BelDamon had been moving in a dream state.  He was finding it nearly impossible to actually pull the trigger on his invocation.  Practice was one thing.  A scarecrow is just an inanimate object.  Clay pigeons were the same; they didn’t shoot back, and more importantly you didn’t have to watch the light fade from their eyes when they fall.

Time and again as the others moved forward, he raised a hand and started his invocation only to find some reason not to fire.  A companion stepped in line, a hostage was too close, or worse yet: that dog man just looked right at him.

Finally, reluctantly he let off a blast at the creature dragging along a hostage.  Even here he closed his eye at the last moment so he would not have to witness the results, only to mar his shot.

Then BelDamon realized he’d been moving in a dream state within another dream state, and now that he was shaking his head out of both, he realized that his eldritch blast only had a 60’ reach, though he was over 200’ away from the screaming hostage, and most importantly, he had no line of sight to her or to the gnoll that was about to escape.

The warlock climbed, as did the others, not yet cognizant of the hyena’s presence before Saradette.
	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	BelDamon, Climb
	0
	Str (+1)
	0
	1
	12
	13


See map.

Saradette stopped, raised her bow, and fired a shot at the hyena.
	Ranged Weapon
	Dmg.
	D+
	TH+
	Critical
	Rng.
	Wt.
	Atk
	Roll
	Check

	Shortbow
	1d4
	0
	0
	x3
	60’
	1.0
	2
	15
	17


Hit.  Dmg:  2.

BelDamon heard the animal’s yelp and realized he could take a shot once he got his footing right.

Laryssa continued making the best speed she could, sword at the ready.
	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	Laryssa, Climb
	0
	Str (+2)
	-6
	-4
	18
	14


See map.

The paladin doubted she could close with the remaining gnoll in time to help rescue the woman, but perhaps she could intercept the hyena.  Oh, and there was the hyena right before her!

With a gnome-sized arrow stuck in its side, the hyena snapped at Laryssa.
	Character
	Attack Type
	Damage
	BAB
	Str Mod+
	W+
	Other+
	Total Score
	Roll
	Total

	hyena
	Bite
	1d6+3
	1
	2
	0
	0
	3
	11
	14


Miss.

Far to the north, Barkley continued his charge and pounced on the remaining gnoll, trying to avoid injuring the human female.
	Melee Weapon
	Dmg
	D+
	TH+
	Critical
	Type
	Wt.
	Atk
	Roll
	Check

	Nasty Bite
	1d6
	+2
	+2 charge
	20
	Piercing
	-
	+5
	19
	24


4 + 2 + 2 = 8.

Elsabet also sped towards the gnoll who was now trying to escape with the woman and a horse, and grinned as she saw Barkley bounding in from her right.  Elsabet would have trampled the woman if she’d charged in a straight line, so she took a slightly roundabout trajectory as the gnoll’s attention was focused on Barkley’s nasty snapping.  The favored soul’s Protection Devotion emanated from her divine person, assisting Barkley and herself.
Elsabet, Barkley, and the human hostage gained +2 to AC.

“Cowardly scavenger,” she yelled in Common at the gnoll, “Turn and fight if you have any balls, or start running fast as you can if you want to save your mangy hide!”  She held her bastard sword overhead as she moved in to slash the vile creature.
	Melee Weapon
	Dmg
	D+
	TH+
	Critical
	Type
	Wt.
	Atk
	Roll
	Check

	Bastard Sword
	1d10
	+2
	+2 charge
	19-20/x2
	Slashing
	6.0
	+4
	13
	17


Hit.  Dmg:  2 + 2 + 2 = 6.

The gnoll looked at Elsabet, who had slashed the hyena-man up pretty badly.  He dropped his battleaxe, let go of the tether that held the hostage where she was, and dropped to his knees, clutching at the gash that ran from his abdomen to his torso.

The woman got away from the gnoll, and bumped into one of the horses, spooking the herbivore.  In panic, the animal reared up rampantly and riled the other three rein-mounts to a rampage, although they were still anchored to their location by the front wagon, whose wheels had been destroyed.
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Round 18

To the south, Saradette shot the hyena again.  She couldn’t outrun it, and she didn’t have time to draw another weapon.
	Ranged Weapon
	Dmg.
	D+
	TH+
	Critical
	Rng.
	Wt.
	Atk
	Roll
	Check

	Shortbow
	1d4
	0
	0
	x3
	60’
	1.0
	2
	5
	7


Miss.

BelDamon took the opportunity to blast the hyena before Laryssa got fully in his line of fire.
	Ranged Weapon
	Dmg.
	D+
	TH+
	Critical
	Rng.
	Wt.
	Atk
	Roll
	Check

	Eldritch Blast
	1d6
	0
	0
	x2
	60’
	-
	+2
	17
	19


Hit.  Dmg:  3 magic.

Laryssa swung once at the hyena.
	Melee Weapon
	Dmg
	D+
	TH+
	Critical
	Type
	Wt.
	Atk
	Roll
	Check

	Bastard Sword
	1d10
	+2
	0
	19-20/x2
	Slashing
	6.0
	+3
	15
	18


Hit.  Dmg:  8 + 2 = 10.

The hyena dropped to the ground, bleeding on the rock where it began to die.

Neither group knew that the other had slain the last of the enemy.

The human hostage was able to get about 10’ from the horses, so they wouldn’t kick her, though the animals were still visibly scared.

Elsabet called out in Common to the woman in as calm a voice as she could muster, “It’s okay; you’re safe now.  This hyena is on our side, and this gnoll is dying.”  She slashed at the fallen gnoll to make sure it died, and wasn’t just faking.  “My name is Elsabet, favored of the goddess Mayaheine.  May I tend to your wounds?”
	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	Elsabet, Diplomacy
	4
	Cha (+2)
	0
	6
	9
	15


See below.
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Rounds 19 – 20

The woman took a few steps towards Elsabet, but could read the horses’ body language, and hesitated, turning towards the rear end of the steed closest to Elsabet.

The horses were certainly not happy about the gurgling gnoll dying at their hooves.  Though it was a few feet shy of being able to give the favored soul a nice kick, the horse closest to Elsabet was still rather nervous, and needed more immediate attention than the woman’s wounds.

Barkley intuitively took a 5’ step southward, giving the equines some clearance.

Elsabet turned towards the horses, and spoke calmly to them, also in Common, though she knew they couldn’t understand the words, just the tone.  “Whoa, easy there, easy, it’s alright now, easy...”  Holding her bloody sword away from the horses in her right hand, she reached out to the nearest horse with her left, trying to place it gently on the horse’s neck or flank to calm it down.  She looked over to the woman again.  “I won’t hurt you; the goddess has granted me some minor healing, if you need it.  My friends will make sure your men are released from their bonds.”
Handle Animal check cannot be made if untrained.  Automatic fail.

The horses began to flail their necks at the sight of Elsabet’s jingling, armored form holding a sword.  The already flighty horses began to neigh their protests.

The stranger who’d just seen her family ravaged and slaughtered began to murmur a song, instantly perking up the twitching ears of the horses before her.
	Character
	Check
	Ranks
	Roll
	Save

	Polyanna
	Handle Animal
	2
	15
	17


See below.

Saradette kept moving, following Barkley’s path up the hill.
	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	Saradette, Climb
	4
	Str (+0)
	0
	4
	14
	18

	Saradette, Climb
	4
	Str (+0)
	0
	4
	10
	14


See map.

BelDamon and Laryssa passed the hyena’s hide, nodding with survivors’ reprieve as they followed Saradette up the cliff.
	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	BelDamon, Climb
	0
	Str (+1)
	0
	1
	17
	18

	Laryssa, Climb
	0
	Str (+2)
	-6
	-4
	5
	1

	BelDamon, Climb
	0
	Str (+1)
	0
	1
	8
	9

	Laryssa, Climb
	0
	Str (+2)
	-6
	-4
	14
	10


See map.
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Rounds 21 – 22

One by one, the nearly rampaging horses began to settle down at the sound of the woman’s family recipe for soothing their herds in the face of danger.

Elsabet dared not interrupt her to ask her for her name, and Barkley took another 5’ step away from the animals, slowly.

The climbers to the south saw the plateau now, and gave it another stretch of their limbs to reach it.
	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	Saradette, Climb
	4
	Str (+0)
	0
	4
	5
	9

	BelDamon, Climb
	0
	Str (+1)
	0
	1
	19
	20

	Laryssa, Climb
	0
	Str (+2)
	-6
	-4
	20
	16

	Saradette, Climb
	4
	Str (+0)
	0
	4
	19
	23

	BelDamon, Climb
	0
	Str (+1)
	0
	1
	2
	3

	Laryssa, Climb
	0
	Str (+2)
	-6
	-4
	16
	12


See text and map below.

Saradette was able to clear the last place where she needed her hands to climb.  The rest of her steps were an uphill jog as the wagon and horses came into view.  BelDamon and Laryssa needed to clear one more upward hurdle, after which they would be able to just jog or walk upward for a few more feet before seeing their friends again.

[image: ]

Round 23

The animals blinked, relaxed a bit more as the gnoll perished and the woman wrapped up her ballad to the beasts.

	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	BelDamon, Climb
	0
	Str (+1)
	0
	1
	4
	5

	Laryssa, Climb
	0
	Str (+2)
	-6
	-4
	6
	2


See below.

Still over 100’ away, Saradette made eye contact with Barkley as Elsabet got the opportunity to say something to the former hostage whose song had now ended.

With the human female safe, Barkley turned to head back to help the others, remaining in hyena form for now.

While the woman calmed the horses down, Elsabet carefully and slowly cleaned her sword of blood and sheathed it, then cast her cure light wounds spell when the woman was ready for it.  “What is your name, if I may ask?” she asked quietly, not wishing to spook the horses now that they were settled down.
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Round 24

“I am Pollyanna,” Pollyanna replied.  “I would gladly accept your healing.”  She then said in a broken voice, “I believe my brothers are beyond your help.”

Elsabet then looked over towards the bound men who’d been slain out of despair by the gnolls, and shook her head.  She waited for the others to collect themselves, and offered her healing to those most in need, with two cure spells available.  Elsabet cast cure light wounds on the woman, and offered some healing to the others upon regrouping.
Pollyanna gained 5 + 1 = 6 hps.

When Barkley reached Saradette, he transformed back to his Archon form and asked if the hyena was dead.

Saradette responded affirmatively as [DM assumption] she kept walking north towards the wagons.

The warlock and paladin didn’t make much headway, so they tried a different footing.
	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	BelDamon, Climb
	0
	Str (+1)
	0
	1
	10
	11

	Laryssa, Climb
	0
	Str (+2)
	-6
	-4
	11
	7


See below.

BelDamon took almost six seconds to climb the last upward jut in the short mesa, and Laryssa cleared an equivalent hurdle in exactly six seconds.  Standing before the gnoll that had died first, they were now in a position to search the body, hustle and catch up to Saradette, or just emerge calmly like the seasoned heroes they would someday be.
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Round 25

Saradette, BelDamon, and Laryssa did their best to join the others to the north.

Once he’d confirmed the hyena’s death, Barkley went over to the gnoll that he killed and asked for a couple of the healing potions.  He then downed one of them and pocket the other.  Any other treasure he will leave the others to sort through.

Pollyanna healed all of her wounds, and expressed her gratitude, though she was obviously heartbroken from the experience of having her kin slain before her by the gnoll bandits.

The horses watched on, understanding only a portion of what was going on, but not liking it at all.

Elsabet _____.
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Round 26

Barkley quaffed a potion that he thought was of cure light wounds.
Barkley gained 2 + 2 = 4 hps [5/8].

Serendipitously correct about the potion, Barkley then stood back up, left the rest of the gnoll’s gear where it was, turned around, and saw the others regrouping by the wagons.

Having finally caught up with the others, Laryssa offered some minor healing to any who still needed it.
Lay on Hands for 5 HPs to any PC who asks.

Elsabet spoke quietly to Pollyanna, “Should I drag this gnoll body away from the horses, or will moving it spook them again?”  She looked down at the body, wondering if the gnoll carried anything of value, but waiting for Saradette to arrive, thinking the gnome was more capable at appraising gear value.

Round 27

Pollyanna nodded, and so Elsabet barely struggled to drag the body away.

End of rounds…

When Saradette was done [walking?], Barkley walked up and asked, “What were you doing?  I am curious.”

It took Barkley a moment, then he realized what she meant.  She was following the tracks to see what had happened.  Thought most of it was obvious, the humans were ambushed by the gnolls.  There were some times little details that went unnoticed unless you looked closer.  Barkley stood back out of the way and let the gnome go about her business.

After a few seconds, Barkley headed over to see how the female human was doing and to see if the horses head calmed down enough.  They would likely need to bury the other humans’ bodies and escort the survivor to her final destination.

“I thank you all,” Pollyanna directed herself toward the heroes once she’d offered her prayers to Fharlanghn.  “We are... were... a traveling family of merchants, and thought this was a safe enough route to travel.”

She sobbed a bit.  “Now I shall see how I will make a living in yonder town,” she pointed in the same direction as the horses’ snouts.

“I wish we could have come sooner,” Saradette said as she walked to the group.  “How far is the town?”

“If we can fix the wagon, we’d get there in a few hours at a light pace,” she sniffed.

While Saradette was talking to the female, Barkley looked at the wagons to see if they had any shovels.  He started digging shallow graves for the other humans and place some stones over them as well once they were buried.

Pollyanna assisted with a hand shovel, mostly for sentimental reasons than to really be helpful logistically.  Barkley nodded and sighed as he finished the job.  The woman eventually let out a more climactic bout of weeping as the canyon dirt covered her brethren.  She called out their names and dug her nails into the earth near their graves.

Saradette examined the wagons to determine their damages.

When the burial was completed, and the woman sat on the ground weeping, Barkley knelt down beside her.  “I am sorry for your loss.  If they were loyal to their gods, then they are with them now and at peace.”  He then placed his hand on her shoulder for a moment before getting up and leaving to mourn in peace.

The wagons had been looted, but all their former contents were still mostly in crates and sacks by the stakes where Pollyanna’s family had been slain.  It took little time for the heroes to move the stuff back to the wagon, but fixing it was another thing altogether.

Barkley nodded and let the gnome do her thing.  He stood nearby in case Saradette needed any assistance.  Saradette looked at the damaged wheels to see if they could be repaired with what tools and materials they had on hand.

Barkley assisted the gnome to see what could be done to use the wagons.  Barkley suggested, “Perhaps, instead of both wagons, we can load one and take most of the supplies with us.”

Saradette straightened and turned to the group.  “Unless someone has a make whole spell or several mending spells, it will take about six hours’ work to fix these wagons.  Otherwise, we can load the horses with the most valuable items, and leave the rest.  Barring the spells, I think we shouldn’t bother with the wagons.”  The dusky woman ran her fingers through her short green hair.  “I’m not comfortable with staying here, to be honest.”

Barkley thought for a moment, “What if we just fix one of them?  Then we can take more supplies and some of us can ride the wagon while others ride the horses.  Otherwise we will need to walk.  Not that I mind the walking, just riding and the wagon will be faster.  “

Elsabet looked at the wagons as well, and the way the wheels were attached.  Were there four good wheels between the two wagons?  Yes.  “Removing damaged wheels from one to make the other wagon mobile might work.  I’ve got some tools,” she said, “but they’re designed for weaponsmithing, not general repairs; better than nothing, though.”

Then she paused... and said, “Barkley, would you mind terribly much running back up to the ridge and bringing down my mule, Sandy?  In all the excitement we kind of left her on her own... I hope she hasn’t gotten attacked in these last few minutes...and he’s carrying some of my supplies....  Maybe get the paladin to lay hands on you to heal the remaining damage first, or I could cast cure light wounds.”

Barkley accepted another round of healing.
Barkley gained 6 + 1 = 7 hps [8/8].

Elsabet offered:  “Loading the horses won’t really be a good option unless they actually have pack saddles available, which they may not.  You really shouldn’t just tie stuff onto a horse’s back, that’s why pack saddles are a thing.  My mule Sandy has a pack saddle and some extra carrying capacity.” 

Barkley nodded and thought for a moment, considering the best form for getting up the cliffside quickly.  Assuming the form of a local fennec, Barkley sped westward and disappeared behind the rocks and wagons.

~*~

By the time the hound archon—once again in bipedal form—returned, gently leading Sandy by a rope tethered to her bridle, the party was arriving at a conclusion about what to do.

“Very well,” one of them said, accommodating as many proposals as possible into a single plan of action:  “So we cannibalize the good wheels from both wagons, and get the rear wagon as tiptop as we can.  We can even take some wheel rays as spares in case the good ones give out.”

“Nice,” someone else said.  “We should eat heavily while we’re doing this, just to not have to load up the wagon that much.  There are six of us.”

“Two can go in the front and hold the reins.”

“Right, the other four go in the back.”

“It’ll be cramped.”

“But it can be done.”

“Thank you, Pollyanna, for letting us hitch a ride to town.”

“I am in your debt for my life,” Pollyanna replied.  “I wouldn’t dream of leaving you all here.”

“But first we have to actually fix the wagon up.”

“And before that, we should tether the horses away from the noise we’ll make in doing so,” Pollyanna cared about her horses’ wellbeing.

“Let’s not forget that this is gnoll country,” Saradette warned.

“Aye,” Elsabet echoed.  “And what the desert doesn’t harbor, it claims.”

“Ominous,” BelDamon looked upon the favored soul, and smirked.  “Mayaheine and Tyr have smiled upon us today; they shall continue to do so tonight.”

Pollyanna warned, “You are too optimistic, warlock.  Your advent was the answer to my prayers, but who will come to our aid when a larger pack of hyena men and their hyena pets crosses our path?”

“And that part about harboring and claiming...” Saradette pointed out, “that applies to just about every ecosystem.”

“Yes, but it always sounds better if you’re in the ecosystem that you’re referring to.”

The sun would be setting in about 5 hours, and their new estimate—sacrificing one of the wagons—put their labor time at about 2½ tops.  Pollyanna knew a thing or two about wagons, though she’d never built one, and offered some advice as to how best to arrange the repaired parts for optimal driving.

“So?  We have a plan?”

“Yes,” Saradette said.  “Let’s be about it.”  She stepped in to help repair the rearmost wagon.  The gnome was a good metalsmith, so she was familiar with tools and repair methods.  “The axles and skeins, the wheel mounts, are fine.  One of the hounds is badly cracked, but I can brace it while the rest of you mount the unbroken wheels.  Just don’t lose the wheel nuts, they usually aren’t interchangeable.”

“I’m the only hound ‘round here,” protested Barkley, “and I’m far from cracked.”

When they discussed the seating arrangements for the wagon, Barkley suggested, “I can transform back into a fennec fox; they take up no space at all.  That will make more room in the back.”

“May I suggest that you change into something that can scout ahead and around us as we travel,” Saradette put in.

Able now to track by smell at very close range, Barkley smiled, “As the fennec, I can also do that, and will be difficult to spot as well.”

“Fennec fox it is then.”

“Alright... no... actually... a Thayyan husky!”

“Why not a teacup poodle?” Elsabet referenced the made up, futuristic breed.

And they giggled for the first time since this whole gnoll business had started.

And so it came to pass that the heroes helped Pollyanna to fix her rearmost wagon, and in time got to town with no further malfeasance bestowed upon them.  The town of Tegil’s Mark in Tasseldale welcomed them, and housed the heroes for a month—long after Pollyanna had continued northward—before they, too, left with a caravan headed south towards Sembia.

Laryssa was fairly passive as the others tended to Pollyanna.  Lending her not inconsiderable strength to the tasks of burial and supporting the wagon for wheel replacement, internally she was berating herself for failing to succor Pollyanna’s companions and once the physical tasks were complete, prayed to the Shield Maiden for forgiveness.  In the midst of her plea, she suddenly half-heard, half-felt a voice seemingly whispering in her ear.  “Do not despair, my child.  I do not require that all who deserve saving indeed be saved—unfortunately, such is not possible.  It is the attempt that counts.  But I shall grant you additional powers to increase the possibility of success.”

Saradette stepped under the wagon, having only to duck slightly, and laid her hand on a length of timber that ran from the wagon’s mid-backbone diagonally back to the axle.  “This is a hound.  The one on the other side ran into something, probably a rock, and cracked.”

“Oh...” some of them said, committing yet another homonym to memory.
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