[bookmark: _Hlk95796145]Chapter 2: Ankhegs along the Road
	
Kassuq had smelled nothing unexpected in the woods as they’d traversed them, and now that the stars were visible overhead, he had a sense of the deer and other woodland animals that lived in the wilderness that they were still traversing.  The prevailing breeze had been blowing westwardly for the last few hours, so he could only smell what was to their east.  As he and Baldoor finished their day shift and settled into their wagon, Lee and Nihm prepared for their next six hours of vigilance.  The smell of a campfire already being stoked kindled the adventurers’ appetites as they anticipated the evening’s meal.  Breakfast and lunch had been acceptable, but they’d been told that dinners made up for the meagerness of the other two meals on most occasions.

Nihm took notice of the horses being hooded for the evening as a few chickens were beheaded and prepped for cooking.  She and Lee were approached by Devnaur and Gaizvar.

“A fair evening to you both,” the half-elven woman said as her male companion presented them each with an appetizer from a burlap bag.  The day-old almond rolls were to tide them over while dinner was being prepared, and the gladness in everyone’s voice ushered an air of accomplishment as utensils continued to be produced from within the wagons.

[bookmark: _Hlk98997806]Devnaur got a few mundane things out of the way, then said, “Now, if you’ll follow Gaizvar, she’ll point out the possible weak points in the convoy, the high-priority wagons, and the best vantages to possible ambushes.  We’ve camped here plenty of times, and it’s pretty secure, but you never know.”

Kassuq and Baldoor prepared their bedrolls in the back of their wagon, then headed over to the main campfire to wait for dinner.  Kassuq offered his assistance to the cooks, having some skill as a cook himself.  Baldoor simply sat and talked to whomever else joined them.

When the day-old rolls were offered, Lee and Nihm each took one and thanked Denvaur.  Then, they both joined Gaizvar, eager to lean what tactical knowledge they could gain.  “Please, lead the way,” Lee said as they followed Gaizvar, both paying close attention to what the woman had to say.

[image: ]

Gaizvar pointed out Penelope—a dwarven barbarian sporting the nicest bow among them—and said, “That’s our sniper.  At night, she’ll usually be stationed atop that wagon.”  As she pointed at the only wagon with a solid slab for a roof as the dwarf tossed the larger of two quivers atop the slab and left the other resting by the wagon’s rear left wheel.
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They continued.

[bookmark: _Hlk99537804]“You’ll find some snacks and a bottle with which to fill your waterskins in a chest at the rearmost wagon,” she had almost forgotten to say as they made their way back around the formation stopped along the least steep ridge for the next few miles.  Gaizvar mentioned the abandoned house to the south, “That’s Sliver’s old place.  It’s too rickety to stay in, but decades ago, it was a beaut.”

The grade to the north was angled at roughly 5o while the downward slope to the south was more like 2o or 3o, and Lee’s scouting knowhow gave him a sense of the five or six best paths in both directions.

Baldoor and Kassuq got their dinner then headed back to the wagon to eat.  When they finished their meal, they got a few hours rest while they 6 pm-to-midnight watch was on duty.  They knew they needed to be rested when their turn came for guard duty.  Baldoor had decided that he would try to get up a little early so he could see Penelope at shift change.

Meanwhile, Nihm and Lee took their turn on guard duty.  They got their food then took up a spot they gave a good vantage point of a couple of the paths that Lee had noticed earlier.  They ate quickly and then began walking the perimeter of the wagons.  They made a point of being aware of where Penelope and her wagon were located as they patrolled.  The two remained mostly silent, commenting on anything they observed.  Nihm, when they passed a wagon with an animal that was awake, would stop and watch the animal for a moment or two, trying to determine if it was restless for a reason.

Shortly before their shift was up, Nihm and Lee were marching along in opposite directions, now heading towards one another and about to pass their own wagon where their two mates were sleeping, they heard a commotion.  First it was a slight tremor, then an unignorable rumble, and finally there came the distressed voice of Empon—who was minding the horses—yelling, “Aaaankhhhhheeggggssss!”

Several of the creatures were emerging from the upward slope north of the road.  The horses—all tethered securely—began to neigh and fidget, one of them standing rampant and threatening to spook the others.

Nihm and Lee both spotted the nearest ankheg, which was making way for the wagon where Baldoor and Kassuq were sleeping.  Baldoor and Kassuq, in turn, woke up, and—unarmored—grabbed the nearest weapon they’d left handy, and rose to their feet, still unable to see what was outside the covered wagon.
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[bookmark: _Hlk99688578]Round 1

	Character
	Group
	Initiative
	Roll
	Modified Roll
	Speed

	Nihm
	1
	6
	12
	18
	30’

	Kassuq
	1
	6
	10
	16
	40’ / 60’

	Zoo Security
	1
	1
	15
	16
	30’

	Ankhegs
	2
	0
	11
	11
	30’

	Baldoor
	1
	5
	2
	7
	30’

	Lee
	1
	2
	1
	3
	40’



Nihm quickly drew her bow and fired off an arrow.
	Ranged Weapon
	Dmg.
	D+
	TH+
	Critical
	Rng.
	Wt.
	Atk
	Roll
	Check

	MW Longbow
	1d8
	+0
	1
	x3
	100’
	3.0
	+7
	1
	8


Miss.

Inside the wagon, Kassuq rolled over and grabbed his longsword.  He jumped out the back of the wagon and landed squarely on the ground, then spotted the ankheg.

One of the horses next to which the archon landed neighed in protest over the situation.

The rest of the zoo security were scattered along the length of the convoy, and now drew their own ranged weapons to initiate the repulsion of this ambush of hangry ankhegs.

The animal handlers and other staff were now also emerging with whips, pitch forks, and other makeshift weaponry.  They also grabbed a few stones to throw while the buggers were still at a distance.

It was evident that the animals inside their enclosures were distressed, as those more vocal now vocalized their clamor in the midst of a mist of adrenaline.

The ankhegs advanced unto their intended prey, smelling an assortment of flesh from which to choose once they’d put down the resistance.  The one closest to Lee targeted him.
	Character
	Attack Type
	Damage
	BAB
	Str Mod+
	Other+
	Total Score
	Roll
	Total

	Ankheg
	Bite
	2d6+7+1d4 acid
	3
	4
	2 charge
	9
	5
	14


Miss.

Inside the wagon, Baldoor, hearing Kassuq got up and—seeing the young archon leap out the rear of the wagon—got up and grabbed his shield and warhammer and moved to jump out of the wagon as well landing next to him.  Unlike Kassuq, Baldoor did spook the horses, and one of them reared up and knocked him in the chest.
	Character
	Attack Type
	Damage
	BAB
	Other+
	Total Score
	Roll
	Total

	Horse
	Hoof
	1d4+1
	2
	-4
	-2
	12
	10


Miss.

The hoof nicked his armor and pushed him back a few feet, but the dwarf was unhurt by the herbivore’s mighty blow.

Lee drew his sword [move action], then his axe [move action], and held his ground against his would-be predator, studying the creature to find a weak spot.
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[bookmark: _Hlk99903714]Round 2

As the ankheg charged Lee, Nihm’s line of fire was obstructed.  She then moved to get a better angle.  She wasn’t able to get to her desired spot before she could fire another arrow at the ankheg, but she got within 5’ of it, and realized it wasn’t any better than where she was now in terms of firing into what was now a melee.
	Ranged Weapon
	Dmg.
	D+
	TH+
	Critical
	Rng.
	Wt.
	Atk
	Roll
	Check
	Notes

	MW Longbow
	1d8
	+0
	1
	x3
	100’
	3.0
	+7
	13
	20
	+1 within 30’


Hit.  Dmg:  7.

Kassuq charge-attacked the ankheg.
	Melee Weapon
	Dmg
	D+
	TH+
	Critical
	Type
	Wt.
	Atk
	Roll
	Check

	Longsword
	1d8
	+2
	2 charge + 2 flank
	19-20/x2
	Slashing
	4.0
	+9
	5
	14


Miss.

Zoo security was repping for their employers, keeping as many of the bugs at bay, though it appeared from the screams to the far west that they were not doing as good a job as they should be.  Other zoo employees were either panicking or doing their best to hold their ground as the animals complained in their respective ways.

The ankhegs continued their attacks.
	Character
	Attack Type
	Damage
	BAB
	Str Mod+
	Total Score
	Roll
	Total
	Threat

	Ankheg
	Bite
	2d6+7+1d4 acid
	3
	4
	7
	20
	27
	þ


Threat.  1d20 = 2 + 7 = 9, not a critical hit.  Dmg:  8 + 7 + 2 acid = 15 + 2 acid = 27 [4/18].

Baldoor followed a little behind Kassuq, striking at the ankheg as well.
	Melee Weapon
	Dmg.
	D+
	TH+
	Critical
	Type
	Wt.
	Atk
	Roll
	Check

	MW Warhammer
	1d6 + 1
	2 charge
	1 + 2 charge
+ 2 flank
	x3
	Slashing
	3.0
	+8
	18
	26


Hit.  Dmg:  2 + 1 + 2 = 5.

Lee attacked the ankheg with both weapons.
	Melee Weapon
	Dmg.
	D+
	TH+
	Critical
	Type
	Wt.
	Atk
	Roll
	Check

	MW Handaxe
	1d6
	-2 TWF
	1
	x3
	Slashing
	3.0
	+2
	1
	3

	MW Shortsword
	1d6
	-2 TWF
	1
	19-20/x2
	Slashing
	2.0
	+2
	14
	15


Miss, miss.
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[bookmark: _Hlk100385658][bookmark: _Hlk100572045]Round 3

Nihm took a couple more steps further northwest then fired off another arrow.
	Ranged Weapon
	Dmg.
	D+
	TH+
	Critical
	Rng.
	Wt.
	Atk
	Roll
	Check
	Notes

	MW Longbow
	1d8
	+0
	1
	x3
	100’
	3.0
	+7
	19
	26
	+1 within 30’


Hit.  Dmg:  2 + 1 = 3.

Kassuq swung away with his longsword as he growled and howled at the ankheg, hoping to draw its attention away from Lee.
	Melee Weapon
	Dmg
	D+
	TH+
	Critical
	Type
	Wt.
	Atk
	Roll
	Check

	Longsword
	1d8
	+2
	0
	19-20/x2
	Slashing
	4.0
	+5
	7
	12


Miss.

The zoo staff was busy fending off the other ankhegs and seeing to the safety and welfare of the animals, who were audibly distressed.

Famished, the ankhegs continued their offensive.  The one nearest to Lee kept at his intended meal.
	Character
	Attack Type
	Damage
	BAB
	Str Mod+
	Total Score
	Roll
	Total

	Ankheg
	Bite
	2d6+7+1d4 acid
	3
	4
	7
	6
	13


Miss.

Baldoor moved closer to Lee and sacrificed spiritual weapon in order to cast cure moderate wounds while keeping his shield between himself and the ankheg, but not before the ankheg got a swipe into the dwarf’s side.
	Character
	Attack Type
	Damage
	BAB
	Str Mod+
	Total Score
	Roll
	Total

	Ankheg
	Bite
	2d6+7+1d4 acid
	3
	4
	7
	19
	26


Hit.  Dmg:  10 + 7 + 2 acid = 19 [2/21].
Lee gained 8 + 3 = 11 hps [15/21].

[bookmark: _Hlk100194257]Lee, having taken a couple of strong hits from the ankheg, went on the defensive and did his best to avoid any further damage.
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[bookmark: _Hlk100671286][bookmark: _Hlk100756816]Round 4

Kassuq continued his attacks, taking a swing at the beast.
	Melee Weapon
	Dmg
	D+
	TH+
	Critical
	Type
	Wt.
	Atk
	Roll
	Check

	Longsword
	1d8
	+2
	0
	19-20/x2
	Slashing
	4.0
	+5
	6
	11


Miss.

Nihm, now with a better angle, fired off two shots at the ankheg.
	Ranged Weapon
	Dmg.
	D+
	TH+
	Critical
	Rng.
	Wt.
	Atk
	Roll
	Check
	Notes

	MW Longbow
	1d8
	+0
	1
	x3
	100’
	3.0
	+7
	15
	22
	+1 within 30’

	Longbow, Rapid Shot
	1d8
	+0
	1
	x3
	100’
	-
	+7
	18
	25
	+1 within 30’


Hit, hit.  Dmg:  (8 + 1) + (4 + 1) = 9 + 5 = 14.
NOTE:  A character doesn’t get a 2nd attack (not counting Rapid Shot) until their BAB is +6.

The ankheg went down, trying to swipe in vain at Lee as it collapsed.

The zoo staff and animals continued to do their best against the remaining ankhegs, and though there were no other visible threats to their east, the next ankheg to the west was visibly overpowering one of the staff.

Baldur had taken a nasty hit, but was glad to see that he had been able to heal his friend.  He then turned towards the ankheg, bellowing, “Die ya filthy, nasty piece of orc dung!!” 

Lee hesitated.
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Round 5

Baldoor cast cure light wounds upon himself.  He then began running towards the ankheg to their west, seeing that the monster was already pretty badly damaged and about to take another slash from Gaizvar’s longsword.
Baldoor gained 7 + 3 = 10 hps [12/21].

Lee, glad to see the beast go down, began running to the west as well.  He charged the beast and used his skirmish ability as well.
Nihm and Kassuq also began running west as well.

Once the ankheg they were fighting went down, Nihm ran west towards the next closest creature and now within 30’ of the creature, stopped and nocked an arrow, firing it at the ankheg as Kassuq, Lee and Baldoor all engaged the creature.
Round 5 reached CK15; Round 6 reached CE15

Kassuq snorted at the now dead ankheg before he charged off to the west.  As he charged the ankheg, moving though and out of Nihm’s line of fire, he howled and swung his longsword, striking the ankheg in its rear flank just as Nihm’s arrow pierced the beast’s abdomen.
Round 5 reached CH16; Round 6 reached CB16

Baldoor sprinted as fast as his short legs would carry him, following behind Lee and Kassuq.
Round 5 reached CK17; Round 6 reached CC17

As Baldoor closed with the beast, he used the momentum of his charge and slammed the creature in the chest with his hammer, causing the beast to shudder slightly.

Lee sprinted west as soon as the ankheg that had dealt him some hefty damage collapsed.
Round 5 reached CF17; Round 6 reached CC18; Skirmish

Once he reached the ankheg, he slashed and hacked at it, drawing blood from its abdomen as he dodged its attacks.

Round 7

All four of the heroes let loose with their attacks.  Nihm fired off two arrows, one missing and the other sinking into the beast’s hide.  Kassuq howled and lashed at the beast that dodged his strike and bit him, causing some damage to his left shoulder.

Baldoor and Lee quickly followed up with strikes to the beast that finally brought it down.  As it drew its last breath, the four gathered around and assessed the situation to determine if their help was needed elsewhere.

All along the convoy others were bringing down the ankhegs, but it would likely take everyone’s effort to put down the rest without casualties to the noncombatants.
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Security Personnel:

	First
	Last
	Race
	Class
	ECL
	Sex
	Alignment
	Str
	Dex
	Con
	Int
	Wis
	Cha
	Weapons
	Armor

	Gaizvar
	Shess’fam
	half-elf
	Ranger
	2
	F
	CN
	12
	13
	11
	8
	12
	9
	MW longsword, heavy crossbow
	MW Leather,
MW Lt. Shield

	Penelope
	Nguyen-Dharr
	dwarf
	Barbarian
	2
	F
	CG
	17
	13
	16
	8
	6
	4
	MW heavy mace, composite longbow Str +2
	Leather,
MW Lt. Shield

	Fucsia
	Crôm
	human
	Warrior
	2
	F
	LN
	11
	10
	11
	9
	9
	11
	MW longsword, spear, dagger
	MW Leather,
MW Lt. Shield

	“Yongen”
	Three Strikes
	half-orc
	Scout
	1
	M
	CN
	10
	8
	8
	12
	14
	8
	Short sword, longbow
	Leather,
Lt. Shield



[bookmark: _Hlk101183548]The four, having finished off two ankhegs, noted the rest of the caravan was still dealing with threats.  Baldoor looked at his friends, “Tha kid and I,” he pointed at Kassuq, “will head east.  You two head west.  We need ta finish these beasties off sooner rather than later.”

The other three nodded and then they each headed off in their respective direction.  As they went, the split up, one going on either side of the wagon train.

Kassuq slashed and hacked away with his longsword, charging in and attacking each ankheg as he encountered them.  One, he swung so hard, he cut off two of its legs, allowing Ms. Gaizvar Shess’fam to finish it off with by cutting off its head.

Baldoor, on the other side of the wagons from Kassuq, fell a bit behind in pace, but still did some damage with his hammer.  As he stopped to heal one of the drivers that had been injured, he heard a yell of “LOOK OUT!!”  He turned to see an ankheg charging him.  As Baldoor scrambled to his feet, an arrow struck the beast in the middle of its forehead.  Looking back to the west, Baldoor smiled as he caught a wave from Penelope sitting atop one of the wagons, her longbow visible in her left hand.

As Nihm and Lee headed off, Lee crossed over to the other side of the wagon train.  As ankhegs came into range, Nihm began firing her arrows, helping take down a couple more beasts as they went.

Lee, on the other side, charged in and kept on the move, his axe and sword each biting into the tough hides of the ankhegs.  Finally, after a few minutes or running and fighting, the threat to the wagons was vanquished.

~*~

Yenshi and Kondratieff had thanked everyone and thrown in an extra ration of stew into the evening meal for everyone’s efforts.  Even Juneau—who had come out of the scuffle unscathed—partook in the feasting, and seemed about as merry and congenial as ever.

That night, as they all sat and ate, the four heroes listened to the others as they told their stories of the attack.  Baldoor, as Penelope spoke, took a moment to thank her for saving him, receiving a smile and a nod from the female dwarf.

~*~

[bookmark: _Hlk101332942]Highsun, 3 Flamerule, 1370 DR

It had just been announced that they would be arriving in Candlekeep shortly.  Those on horseback could already see the crest of the tallest towers of the library-city that would host them for at least a few nights.  They could already smell the brine in the air, and knew either from reputation or previous experience that beyond this majestic settlement were the cliffs that receded into the vast ocean that stretched much farther than the eye could see.

[image: ]

As they approached the city, Baldoor discreetly cast Detect Magic as he focused on the guards, the main gate and the walls/towers near the entrance.  He was curious just how much magic went into the construction versus simple muscle.

Kassuq changed into a large dog as he ran to catch up to the lead wagon before it reached the gate.  He’d never been to Candlekeep before and was eager to see inside the city walls.

Nihm and Lee, being on duty as they arrived, trotted up towards the front of the caravan, both smiling as the saw the young archon trotting ahead of them.

[Adapted from FRCS]

This citadel of learning stood on a volcanic crag overlooking the sea at the end of the Way of the Lion, a road joining it to the Coast Way trade road.  Candlekeep was a many-towered fortress, once the home of the famous seer Alaundo, and it preserved the seer’s predictions among its huge library of the writings of Faerûn.

The price for any traveler to enter the keep was merely a book, and Kondratieff had procured a variety of older tomes on zoology in anticipation of paying this fare.  The heroes had been told that those wishing to examine a work in the keep’s library had to gift Candlekeep with an additional tome valued by the shrewd gatekeepers of Candlekeep at no less than 1,000 ₲.  The monks of Candlekeep, who called themselves the Avowed, also purchased certain books brought to them and secretly commissioned agents to procure writings they desired.  Baldoor had once met a fellow who had undertaken just such a quest, and had made a pretty copper in the bargain.

The keep was ruled by the Keeper of the Tomes, who was assisted by the First Reader—second in authority and traditionally the most learned sage of the monastery.  Up to eight Great Readers were reputed to be governed by these two offices.  These in turn were assisted by the Chanter, who led the endless chant of Alaundo’s prophecies, the Guide (in charge of teaching acolytes), and the Gatewarden, who dealt with visitors, security, and supplies for the community.  Clergy were regarded as honored guests but were not part of the monastery’s hierarchy, which some of the heroes found odd.

They’d also been briefed on the citadel’s mighty, many-layered wards that prevented anything from burning except wicks and wax.  No paper could ignite anywhere in the keep.  These wards also blocked teleportation magic and destructive spells, killed all molds and insects, and had other secret but useful properties.  An additional ward prohibited entry into the Inner Rooms to all who did not bear a special token, only a handful of which existed.  In the Inner Rooms were kept the most powerful magical tomes.  Normally, only the Great Readers could enter, but others were admitted in the company of the Keeper or the First Reader.

The central tower of the keep was surrounded by beautiful grounds that descended to a ring of buildings along the inside of the massive outer walls: guest houses, stables, granaries, a warehouse, an infirmary, a temple to Oghma, and shrines to Deneir, Gond, and Milil.  Order was kept by the Gatewarden’s five underofficers: four Watchers, who took turns patrolling the monastery and watching land and sea from its tallest towers, and the Keeper of the Portal, each of whom had twelve monks (all experienced warriors) as assistants.  These underofficers wielded magic rods and rings to enforce their will.

No visitor could remain in Candlekeep for more than a tenday at a time, or reenter the monastery less than a month after leaving it.  Visitors were forbidden to write in the library, but the monks scribed copies for visitors in good standing.  Copying cost 100 ₲ per text, or 10,000 ₲ for spellbooks or any texts containing spells, magical formulae, or details of rituals, wards, command words, and the like.

The current Keeper of the Tomes was Ulraunt (human male diviner/loremaster), a proud and haughty wizard.  They were cautioned not to cross him.  All petitioners who entered the central keep had to sit at Ulraunt’s left shoulder for at least one evening meal and endure his searching questions.  Candlekeep had but one absolute rule: “He who destroys knowledge, with ink, fire, or sword, is himself destroyed.  Here, books are more valuable than lives.”

Candlekeep-made books always bore the keep’s symbol: a castle with candle flames burning atop its towers.

~*~

They did indeed arrive, and noted that while some of the wall and road-embracing façade had been magically restored to near perfection, a section of it was in recent disrepair.  Judging by the rubble that even now was being cleared by knave scribes who needed a good stretch, it had been one, perhaps two, days at most since the damage had been caused.

Sure enough, Kassuq overheard with his canine ears a half-elf at the gates confirming that the attack had come shortly after sunset yesterday, and they’d been taken wholly by surprise.

“What or who attacked you?” asked Yenshi at the lead of the convoy.

“We only saw kobolds, but something else destroyed our walls and bolstered them,” admitted the guard-priest.

“Kobolds!” Kondratieff exclaimed as he and others exited their wagons to behold the majestic city and see what the holdup was about.  “No doubt you dealt with them swiftly.”

“Yes, kobolds alone are no match for our defenses, but they had to have known this,” the lead guard said as others approached and started to inspect the wagons one by one.  “... which either means they were fanatics wagering on some reward in the next life, or they were offered a worse fate if they disobeyed.”

“What do you suspect was leading them?” Kondratieff wondered aloud.

The guard shrugged, “The most likely suspect would be a dragon, but the investigation is young.”

[bookmark: _Hlk101693929]Kondratieff and the half-elf hugged, and exchanged a few kind words, being acquainted with one another from the last few visits.  The guard seemed to be apologizing for having to delay them with the search, but the library-city was on the defensive until they could determine that there was no immediate threat.
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[bookmark: _Hlk101350988]As the guards searched the wagons, the four stood off to the side.  Kassuq, reassumed his humanoid form and now went back to the others to fill them in on what he heard about the attack.  They all agreed that the kobolds had to have had a force pushing them to attack.  This could mean another attack was imminent.

Baldoor nodded as he watched the thoroughness of the guards.  He’d only heard about Candlekeep in passing and was looking forward to seeing the temples and other buildings.

Kassuq, Lee and Nihm approached one of the gate guards, inquiring, “Has anyone gone out to check for tracks?  If not, we can offer our service and check for any tracks that might reveal what was driving the kobold attack.”

[bookmark: _Hlk101704733]Though the Candlekeepers were taken aback by the three strangers offering support, but given their cursory familiarity with this touring zoo, Kondratieff’s reputation helped to ease the communication.  “Uh...” a female human cleared her throat, and said, “Yes, we’ve very able scouts doing routine tours.”

“Once we’ve cleared you to enter, we can forward your offer to the Commissar,” a male gate guard added.

They all nodded, Nihm adding, “We are at your service; just let us know what we can do to help.”  The three were looking forward to visiting the keep, but truth be told, they were all more comfortable out in the wilds rather than inside city walls.

Baldoor on the other hand, looked forward to seeing what writings were available on such topics as weaponsmithing (especially hammers and picks) and brewing as well as dwarven history and information about the different planes of existence.
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