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by Nobilis Reed
Lothan scanned the street warily. Standing a good foot and a half taller than the little green buggers that inhabited the town made him stand out like a cedar in an apple orchard, and while they respected his bow and blade one-on-one, he knew that goblins could be very dangerous en masse. The fact that they were having some kind of festival, dancing and capering in the streets to the sound of clay flutes and big barrel drums didn't reduce his caution at all. His human ears and eyes were nowhere near as sharp as Impiosel's Elven senses, but she had a tendency to underestimate the dangers of any situation.
"You're insane, my lady. Do you really think they're going to let you just walk in there?" he whispered to the elf-maid at his side.
"Sure, why not? I don't see any guards at the door, and if I get into trouble, I know I have my bodyguard to cover my retreat." She patted his well-muscled shoulder and gave him a playful smile.
"Then I'm coming with you." He scanned the half-ruined stone building. "I don't like the looks of this place." The time-worn blocks were decorated on every surface with crude carvings, and what little he could make out between the ivy leaves and tendrils looked like nothing so much as screaming sacrifices to many-tentacled monsters.
"Look," she said. "Only goblin women are going in and out. It'll be safer if I go alone. Don't worry. I'll be careful." She pulled the hood of her cloak up over her head and strode confidently towards the yawning archway leading inside.
Lothan grumbled. "What's the point of hiring a bodyguard if you're going to ignore his advice and just go running off into danger like this?" He maintained his nervous vigil, dividing his attention between the archway, the street as a whole, and the chaotic traffic of little green bodies that surged around him, shrieking and capering. They were sneaky buggers and certainly wouldn't be above sticking a knife in his kidney if they thought they'd get away with it.
It wasn't just the principle of the thing, it wasn't just that he had been paid to protect her. He had to admit that he was starting to have feelings for her. The way she was always happy, even when the rigors of travel were uncomfortable or inconvenient, and she had an exuberant grace about her that caught his eye like no Human woman ever had. He knew that his chances of ever pursuing a romance with her were nil, but he still hated the idea that anything untoward would happen to her.
Finally, he saw the shimmer of distorted light that Impiosel's cloak made in direct sunlight, and followed it as she crossed the street into the shadowed alleyway where he waited.
"Took you long enough."
Impiosel pulled the hood back, revealing a broad smile and laughing eyes. "Sorry," she said, without a trace of contrition. "Decided to stop and take some notes and make a couple sketches. The interior's in much better shape than the outside." She patted her journal, a thick tome she kept in its own carefully sealed pouch over her shoulder.
"Learn anything useful?"
"All knowledge is useful, Lothan, but in this case, yes. This could turn out to be a unique opportunity. Now come on, we need to travel."
"Travel?" He looked back up at the building, scowling. "They're not going to be coming out after you, are they?"
"Oh, no. Almost certainly not. But we should be going."
"Fine with me. This place is dangerous enough."
* * * * *
The mountains offered a wide view of the steaming swamp below, along with the scattered ruins that made up the Goblin city. That was fine with Lothan.
"Will you calm down?" said Impiosel. "No one's following us. They're way too busy."
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