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    Foreword 
 
      
 
    I never expected the amazing outpouring of love and support that I received after publishing ‘Another Stupid Spell’. After over 50 agency rejections, half a dozen direct publishing rejections, and an attempted scam, my confidence was low. But you, the fans, have spoken. The five star ratings and great reviews, the half million page reads on the Kindle in 3 months, the sales… that’s all you. That’s the humbling power of fantasy fans. They don’t believe in gatekeepers. They have your back. They help you live a braver life. 
 
    Your continued emotional and financial support allow me to be a full time author. If you want to spread the word, I’m @billricardi on Twitter and bill.ricardi on Facebook. Hell, I’m Bill Ricardi everywhere; Goodreads, Amazon, you name it really. However you want to keep tabs, I’m there. 
 
      
 
    Now for the mushy stuff: 
 
      
 
    Copious amounts of love go out to my friends and family. 
 
    Super sized helpings of love go out to my star Beta Readers: Tim Vecchiarelli and Ian. 
 
    Much love goes to our cover artists, Hugor and Hugorky Rodriguez. Another amazing effort. 
 
    To Stephen King, ‘On Writing’ changed my life. If it wasn’t for you, there would be no me. 
 
    To Terry Pratchett, your legacy and your bravery inspired the world. We miss you. 
 
    To Daniel Keyes, there would be no Sorch without ‘Flowers for Algernon’. We miss you too. 
 
    To my love Rick, you’re my rock. Don’t ever change you crazy bastard. 
 
    To my cat Loki, you’re a pain in the ass. Please change you crazy bastard. 
 
      
 
    Keep role playing. Keep dreaming. Keep reading and writing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Me dumb orc. 
 
    Many moons ago, bad men put me in room with bars. Least think they bad. Most folk get locked in bars, dey the bad people. Don’t think me bad people. So those gotta be bad people and me the good people, right? 
 
    Anyway. They ask stupid things. ‘Why you have dis dream?’ they say. ‘What you know ‘bout Voodoo Engine?’ they say. Try to tell ‘em stuff and things, they still hurt me bad. Guess not smart ‘nuff for good answer. Wasn’t gonna last much longer; would be in peace. 
 
    Then come lock fixer kitty. 
 
    Lock fixer kitty not fix lock, they break lock! Stupid kitty. Bar door slide open, kitty pull me out. Say we gotta go quick. Hurt to move quick, rather lay down. But fuzzy thing keep tugging at me. Head pounds bad, can’t think. Go just to keep kitty quiet. 
 
    Dis is sneaky cat, me find out. Big bag o’ tools got sword in it. Sword wet and red. Bag got small crossbow in it and many dart. Not many tools really. Hope they not pay much for lock fixer kitty. 
 
    Kitty ask, “Sorch, where are your things, do you know?” 
 
    I blink. Cat know name. “Uhhh, got pants on. What other stuff?” 
 
    Fuzzy white beast look annoyed. Somehow, think me seen that look before. 
 
    “Your spellbook, and weapons… oh your pot. Where’s your cooking pot Sorch?” 
 
    For some reason, dat make me mad. They _took_ pot. Many moons ago, pot go away, not come back. Me growl a bit. “Dunno.” 
 
    Kitty say, “OK love. Come on, this way.” 
 
    Go to next room. Guard dead on floor, stuffed under desk. Look like back of neck start to come off. Super bad luck. 
 
    White fluffball say, “Sorch, get anything useful off of him, I’ll have a quick look around. I don’t know how long we have.” 
 
    While kitty look all over, I look at dead guy. He ask lots o’ mean questions, not feel bad for him. Got some kinda axe thing… dunno how to use it. Got fancy throwing stick thing… dunno how use dat. Oh, got water bladder, take that! Boots too small, bah. Got pouch of stuff on belt… sure, me take dat. 
 
    Kitty come back when putting on belt. Look at me like crazy. I explain, sadly, “No magic.” 
 
    White fuzzy thing grab hand and run. Make it to kitchen, but bad guys see. Three human. They dress in shiny metal loops. Not like when kitty shoot one in face with little bow. Other two run up with axes. Kitty draw sword. I get out of way. Maybe dumb, but not _that_ dumb. 
 
    Find out kitty super fast. Made axe guys more angry. Dodge here, dodge there, swishy tail. Bad human get in way of each other. Kitty make fast little stab, then dance away. 
 
    Then me get distracted. Something on kitchen counter… me know dat thing. 
 
    When walk over to get thing, hear kitty hiss. Axe cut red line in white fuzz on shoulder. Kitty slip away. Not look too bad, but red fuzzy patch grow as all dem fight. 
 
    Cat lunge real fast, surprise one guy. Get him in neck. He go down, choking. But last human mad. Pound axe on sword ‘til fluffy arms shake. Kitty back to wall, next to stove. Green eyes squeezed to slits, look like much pain. 
 
    Human raise axe again, just when me get to him. Swing thing at back of brain. 
 
    Black kettle smash into human skull. Thud sound not healthy. He fall into corner, smoosh kitty. Me help get him pulled away. 
 
    “Me found pot.” 
 
    Panting cat say, “Thanks big guy.” Move quick to reload little crossbow. 
 
    Me shrug. “Dem or us.” 
 
    Kitty squeeze my shoulder. Then shove me away with little hiss. Knife still hit me in arm near wrist. Pain even worse now, but rest of body aches not so bad. 
 
    White fuzzy critter shoot back at knife thrower. He no got armor. Get hit right in chest and fall down. 
 
    “You kill da cook.” me say, sad. 
 
    Kitty look mad. “He was trying to kill you Sorch, don’t you dare feel sorry for him!” 
 
    Me mumble, “Yeah but he good cook.” 
 
    My turn to hiss. Tug knife out of arm, tuck in belt. Both use towels to tie off wounds quick. Tie black pot to belt too. Then go up stone steps quick as can. 
 
    Me sees two thing when get up dere. Guard all run around screaming. And big, _big_ fire outside window in woods. No wonder screams. 
 
    “You do dat?” me ask. 
 
    White kitty nod. Bad kitty. 
 
    We both bleeding and feel pain, but get out stable door while others panic. No horsies around. Guard no seem in hurry to catch us. They busy with dig dirt and find buckets and throw water and stuff and things. Run into not-burny trees. Late morning sun on left. We goin’ downhill. 
 
    Not go too far, then get to small grass patch. Hear something at far end, but before get good look, someone shout to stop. We no stop though. Stop not good plan. 
 
    Man in heavy armor come from behind. Huge axe. He snarl, “Stop in the name of the Duke! I’ll butcher you both where you st-” 
 
    Guess he shut up ‘cause rain of glowy darts come from other side of grass patch. Man twitch and scream like stung by death-bees. Kitty grab arm and take me toward where dart come from. Man grab horn from where have on shoulder, blow real loud. Alarm go up, hear for miles. 
 
    Sudden smell behind. Look over shoulder, see thick, stinky fog. Hear human cough, sound like puke too. Look back ahead to where get dragged, see where all magic come from. 
 
    Three brown horsies come out of woods. Small one rode by human. Not more than boy. Pale and skinny. Black hair, brown eyes. Dis squirt use all dat magic?! 
 
    We gets on beasts, they go like angry lizard. Downhill again, through trees. Every stomp and jump pain. Feel like sleep, but don’t wanna fall off and croak. Stop once, stitch up cuts. Sweet tasting drink help some with hurt and blood; me and kitty share. Then much riding. Get to dirt path, use dat. Must be quarter day, stop only for water, for dry fruit. 
 
    Me ask, “Why we go downhill?” 
 
    Dey look at each other. Human say, “What do you mean Sorch? There’s no real significant hills around here. I mean, we’ve been going up and down hills all day.” 
 
    Point back where know big white hills are. “Dat uphill.” 
 
    Cat say, “I think he means south, away from the equator and the mountains. Sorch, we’re heading to the coast. To the Renault estate. It should be safe there.” 
 
    Me grunt. Downhill fine then. 
 
    Keep riding. Sun drop to trees on right before long stop. Boy and kitty look tired, horse look tired. Maybe me look tired too, but just hurt all over. While they make tents, me make fire. Boy try stop me getting firewood, me growl at him. He quick to find other stuff to do. When all done, small human light fire with magic rock and metal. Sit around fire. They talk, I listen. 
 
    Boy say, “The Cloud of Stench probably bought us enough time to get away cleanly. Even if they had the resources to track us, I don’t think they have much of a chance. Certainly not with dogs, not this far and riding this fast.” 
 
    Kitty say, “I don’t know how far south their patrols go. Technically we’re still in the Duke’s lands. But they have a royal army to contend with, so we might not be a priority.” 
 
    Small human nod. “If you set up your tripwires, I think we’ll be OK. We both need sleep.” 
 
    All sit quiet for a while. Kitty break silence. 
 
    “How angry are your parents going to be?” 
 
    Boy groan. “Oh gods, don’t remind me. I don’t know. I couldn’t involve them, there are political concerns. And… and I don’t want to give the rebels an excuse to invade. I hope they know that they raised me right, and I wouldn’t do this kind of thing lightly.” 
 
    Me reach over and pat boy on shoulder. “You good kid Leeson.” 
 
    Kitty and kid both stare at me. 
 
    Me frown. “Wat?” 
 
    Kitty say, “Great, he remembers you, but not me. You think when a guy pledges his undying love…” 
 
    Leeson say, real quiet, “He’s been through a lot. The mind is a funny thing.” Then louder, boy say, “Sorch, do you remember Ames?” 
 
    Ames. Word roll around in head. Me know dis. 
 
    “Ames name of horse?” 
 
    Quick scuffle. Kitty mad at somethin’. Boy hold kitty back. Me shrug. 
 
    While Leeson latch on to cat, he say, “No, no. Sorch, _this_ is Ames, the were-cat, right here.” 
 
    Me peer across fire. Orange-red dance over white fur. Angry green eyes look at me. But not just angry. Angry-sad. Remember something. 
 
    “You warm.” 
 
    Wrestling stop. Human and cat calm, stare at me. 
 
    Me say, “Snow fall in sky. Thought gonna freeze. You keep warm.” 
 
    Kitty’s eyes wide. “The quinzhee. The blizzard. You remember that Sorch?” 
 
    Think real hard. Cat talk about dreams… how they know dreams? Head start to hurt. 
 
    Me throw hands up. “Bah. Sleep now.” 
 
    Both others sigh. Kitty lead me to tent, human go to other. Lay down for night, feel fuzzy thing on back. About to complain, but feel good. Warm and soft. Fine, cat sleep here. 
 
    Wake up to hear voices arguing. 
 
    “It’s too soon Leeson.” 
 
    “Listen, he knows Common and Orcish. The worst that can happen is he can’t do it.” 
 
    “If this hurts him, you know I’ll skin you alive, right?” 
 
    “Relax Ames, please. He’ll be OK.” 
 
    Me open front of tent. “Loud things. Louder than horse. What you want?” 
 
    Boy quickly look away, turn red. 
 
    Kitty rub head with white paw, like getting ache in brain. “Sorch… put some pants on please, then come join us?” 
 
    Me snort. Put on stuff, strap on belt. Feel better today. Less pain. Brains more clear. Feel free. 
 
    Walk over to others. “Wat you want?” 
 
    Leeson open pretty book, flip to page. “Sorch, how much of this can you read?” 
 
    “Read for nerds.” 
 
    Boy sigh. “Will you try please?” 
 
    Me stare at book. Words look like they swim around, like fishies in lake. “Dat real pretty.” 
 
    Kitty ask, “Can you read any of that, Sorch? Does it hurt to try?” 
 
    Me shrug. “No hurt. Just pretty squiggles. Gots food?” 
 
    Boy look sad. Close book. “Yeah. We can eat, Sorch. We’ll try this again in a couple of days.” 
 
    While eat cheese and bread, feel like others want something. From me. Dunno what. 
 
    When done, me ask, “Dat book mean stuff? You wanna read to me? I listen.” 
 
    Kitty and Leeson look at each other. Kitty say, “I can’t read it either Sorch, it’s OK. It’s a magic book. Do you remember doing magic?” 
 
    Me scratch chin. “Use to. Back in swamp. Long time ago though, gave that up. Magic make you dumb.” 
 
    Little human say, “Just a few months really, Sorch. It’s alright. Let’s head down to the estate, we’ll sort things out there, and you can tell us where you want to go from there.” 
 
    Me go untie horse. Overhear boy and kitty. 
 
    He loud-whisper, “He needs his amulet. Even then, he’ll probably need a scroll to kickstart the process… if he can even read that. When he studies, it should be his simple notes, in Orcish. So that means his spellbook.” 
 
    Kitty whisper back, “Or the copy back in his swamp, with his friend Shaman.” 
 
    Me hop up on horse. Think hard, all through ride. Cast spells again? Back to feed Voodoo Engine? Not much of life. Remember Shaman though, he nice guy. If go back, he know what best. 
 
    We ride downhill long time, not as crazy though. Slower, more careful. Sun get tall, then start to get short before we get there. Pass many field of cows. Ride through many field of fancy little fruit. Leeson say they ‘grapes’, make wine with ‘em. Snuck a few when nobody looking. Not bad. 
 
    See more horses ahead as we come out of grape-home. Big men on horses. Got huge spears, fancy armor. Little human quickly ride up to them. Say something, not make men happy. Soon they surround us and we all ride together. 
 
    Me try to make talk. “Hi.” 
 
    Armor man say nothing. 
 
    “It gonna rain. You gonna rust.” 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    “My horsie better than your horsie.” 
 
    See man smile, then hide it. Good enough. 
 
    Smell salt in air. Grass give way to coast, just as big house come up. Look like made from white rock. Got big wall around it too. Metal men open gate and let us inside. 
 
    Man and woman waiting in yard, arms folded. They dress nice, like fancy dolls. Look a lot like Leeson but more mad. Me start to say dat out loud, but little human shush me. 
 
    “Hi mom, hi dad!” he say. Try to sound cheery, me think. Not really work. 
 
    Mom say, “Leeson Renault. You disappear for days. Days mind you! With our three fastest horses, magical supplies, and a complete stranger. You even raided the emergency kit for a healing potion. And you leave a note? A _NOTE_?” 
 
    I notice Dad’s lips twitch. He try to hide smile. Look at eyes, can tell he a little proud actually. But Dad stay quiet for now. Dis mom’s show. 
 
    Leeson stammered, “M-mom, now, it’s true you’ve never personally met Ames but I… I did tell you about the adventuring folk I met a-and it was an emergency. I’m sorry I worried you.” 
 
    Mom not look happy with that answer. “Don’t you try to placate me, boy. We’re the politicians here, you don’t think I know when I’m being fed a line of bullsh-” 
 
    Dad step in quick. “This might take a little while, son, would you like to come get some refreshments with me? My boy will want to properly introduce your friend and _apologise_ for worrying his mother.” Last bit big hint to Leeson, probably. 
 
    Me take couple seconds to get that Dad talking to me. Some reason, felt nice to be called ‘son’. Me say, “Yup, let’s go.” Me hop down from horsie and let older man bring me inside big house. He put arm on shoulder. Must be good friend. 
 
    Taken through fancy entry hall with rugs on walls. Rugs on floor. Thin rugs on windows. Dey really like rugs. Place lit with torches in pretty silver holding things. Big risk me think, with all dese rugs. But not my house. 
 
    We head into nice room with wood table and fancy chairs. “It’s good to meet the legendary Sorch face to face. Crafty negotiator, excellent tutor, and apparently hero of Royal Moffit if rumors at Court are to be believed. Now that you’re out of enemy hands, I’m sure the King and Queen will make an official announcement of some sort.” 
 
    Sit in chair and peer at human. Me think. If good to meet me, guess we not best friends. Yet. Man really is older Leeson. More muscle, thicker belly, some gray in hair. But mostly same. “Don’t remember dat. Maybe just talk. Folks make up stuff. Don’t feel like hero.” 
 
    Daddy-Renault rub chin. “I’ve read Leeson’s spellbook. He had a detailed history on you. I dare say I would have called you a hero before you even taught him your spell. After months in prison though, I imagine it’s all undone. You’re going to need to start over again with the intelligence enhancement.” 
 
    Me fold arms. “Maybe yes. Maybe no. Free now, might be happy with dat.” Don’t sound sure though, not to own ears. 
 
    Dad catch servant passing by. “Denyce, would you be so kind as to cut up that freshly baked loaf that I smell, smother some of it in peanut butter, and bring it out?” She nod and scurry out. “Dreadful weakness of mine, peanut butter. I’m happy to share. Don’t tell the missus, Sorch, or we won’t get dinner.” 
 
    Me shrug and say, “You think me weak. For maybe no start over.” 
 
    Dad tilt head. Think about next words. Den say, “Sorch, you’re a grown man, and I have no earthly idea what you’ve been through over the last few months. Here’s what I do know. You’ve tamed an ancient curse, travelled half the length of the globe, passed the most difficult entrance exam in all of magical academia, and saved a significant portion of the continent we’re on. Whatever you decide, I know you’ll accomplish it. You’re as strong as you choose to be.” 
 
    Can’t see now. Water in eyes. Hard to breath. Hear someone crying. Is me. Feel napkin press to hand, rub face with it. “Very h-hard. Dunno what real and what dream. C-can’t remember, hardly nothin’. Just pain.” 
 
    Dat Dad-voice come over table. “I have the opposite problem, Sorch. I served in the military and was captured. I’ll never forget a moment of what was done to me. But trust me when I say: Time helps. Whatever you consider ‘normal’, that gets closer every day. Lean on your friends, trust your loved ones.” 
 
    “Dun even know own friends.” 
 
    Dad say, “That feline of yours is a friend. My son is your friend. In the short time he’s known you, you’ve become his idol. He’d walk through a storm of fire for you.” Sound proud of his boy. 
 
    Me snuffle. Ball up napkin and drop on table. “Did we meet? Before dis?” 
 
    He shake head. “No. But my son trusts you and respects you. So I trust you and respect you. He’s going to want to help you, and his mother and I will put on a good show. But in the end, he’ll have our full support, as will you. OK?” 
 
    Me nod. “OK. Thanks Dad.” 
 
    He laugh at that. Just then bread come in. Melted brown goo on top. Smell so good, nearly fall out of chair. 
 
    That’s when discover, me love peanut butter. 
 
    Me say, “Must be fun to be rich. Own all dis.” 
 
    Dad say, “Sometimes it is. And I’m not going to be one of those people who complains how boring dinner parties are. But there is a real cost. A couple actually. The first is that you’re responsible for the lives and livelihood of so many people. Sometimes a decision you make hurts someone, and sometimes it kills someone. It’s a lot to put on one’s shoulders. But the second is hard as well. You give up the right to say exactly what’s on your mind. Because if you’re brutally honest, you alienate the people who you have to work with. So you have to keep your mouth shut sometimes, for the greater good.” 
 
    Tilt head and consider. “Yeah. I just get rich enough to buy boat.” 
 
    Daddy-Renault say, “Good call.” 
 
    After finish food and chat, Leeson, Ames, and Mom come. All seem OK with dem now. Ames do most talking, explain what happen to me, how rescue go, and escape. All talk about magic stuff and armies and kings. Talk about land and bad weather and no water anywhere and sad crops everywhere. Boring. 
 
    Dinner good though. Leeson family raise cows. Steak super-good! Make me sleepy after long trip. Me not only one, kitty almost fall out of chair. Mom-Renault scold us for not saying we tired. She tell us go sleep, take me and Ames to guest room. Super nice room. Bed got tall posts, is big and fluffy. Floor got little rugs in places, bare in others. Dunno why, must be fancy people stuff. Got own jug of water and cups on pretty wood table. Is nice. 
 
    They gots mirror too. Go from ground all the way up. Me look at skin. Much wound. Much scar. Look like map. Remind of something. Remember face of old woman, then _see_ face in mirror. She look at me over big fire. She write as me talk. Me sound so smart. She smile at me with all teeth she got left. Her face look like map of the world. 
 
    Paw on shoulder make me jump. Kitty tug me to bed. Me move slow, room lit just with one old lamp. Dun wanna knock any pretty stuff over. Lay down slow, on arm with no bandage. Kitty sleep fast. Fluffball hug my back again and snore in ear. For some reason, don’t mind that much. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Wake to knock on door. Try pull pillow over ear, but cat head on pillow. Now we both awake. Kitty sit up behind me, yawn to show all dem big teeth. 
 
      
 
    “Sorch, Ames, are you decent? We have an unexpected visitor that I think you should see.” 
 
      
 
    Voice was woman. Same as from outside house, yelling at Leeson. 
 
      
 
    Me call out, groggy, “Go ‘way Mom.” 
 
      
 
    Get swat on rump for trouble. Kitty call back, “Thank you Lady Renault, we’ll be down in just a few minutes.” 
 
      
 
    Get up, use wash basin. Soap flowery, but cat make me use. Even got own towel, no gotta share and get fuzz all over me. Dress in stranger’s clothes. Good fit though. Go to grab black pot and other stuff, kitty tell me to leave it. Me get tugged out of room and down stairs. 
 
      
 
    Down in big-table room, Leeson and Mom and Dad all dere. And tall cow-lady with blue eyes. She fuzzy brown, got sharp white horns. Wear leathers, like kitty do. Some metal too. Got big club on belt for bashing. Big shield on back for bonking. Something in brain now. From daydreams. Stare at cowgirl. Not quite match what in head. Not tall enough. Horns wrong color. 
 
      
 
    Leeson-Dad say, “Ames, Sorch, this is Tara. I know it’s unusual, but could we ask you to speak with her? She seems to have details of your recent adventure that are strangely specific. I thought it might help you, Sorch, to hear some context. And Ames, you might be able to help the young lady with her quest.” 
 
      
 
    The big cowgirl say, “I’m sorry to bother you, I know from my conversation with these fine folks that the two of you are recovering from a recent excursion. I can actually help you with that, I’m a cleric of Melflavin the Tinker. Our order is small, comprised mostly of dedicated humans, elves, and minotaurs. But I assure you that our healing technique is quite apt. Could I be of service?” 
 
      
 
    Kitty look like not trust. Me step forward. All surprised, but me figure no cowgirl ever hurt me yet, so why not? Me nod at Tara. 
 
      
 
    Priest girl put big hand on head. Glad me wash hair now. Me close eyes. Praying sound somehow familiar. Get feeling, not first time healed by cowperson. Almost got thought pinned down, when big light hit brain. Pain from forever start to melt away. Arm feel better. Skin and bone feel better. 
 
      
 
    Me take two step back, like blown by big wind. Quickly push kitty forward. “You gotta try.” me tell cat. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl do same for cat too. Kitty stand up on tiptoes when healing hit, tail fluffed out. “T-that was… thank you Tara, I didn’t even know that I needed that as badly as I did.” 
 
      
 
    Cleric smile some. “You’re both welcome, I assure you.” Dem teeth perfect. 
 
      
 
    Leeson-mom say, “Thank you for your kindness, lady Tara. Please, let’s all sit and you can talk. Breakfast will be here in a bit.” 
 
      
 
    Leeson hop up. “Denyce will need help with the plates, I’ll be back shortly.” Watch boy go. Think he trying to get in mom’s good eye. Or maybe like watch Denyce’s butt. Either way: Smart kid. 
 
      
 
    Tara say, “I’m not certain if Toby ever mentioned me, but I used to be his wife, many years ago. It didn’t work out because of… different priorities. The biggest one being my life quest. The Wandering struck me many years before it did him. For me, it coincided with my dedication to Melflavin.” 
 
      
 
    Me roll name around in head. Toby. Flash of different cowperson in head. Friend. Now remember something about this cowgirl. Was story about her. Someone tell… who? Not remember. Only remember one bit. 
 
      
 
    “You crying. About axe?” 
 
      
 
    All eyes turn on me. Tara eyes wide. Excited? Scared? Hard say. Silly cowpersons. 
 
      
 
    Ames stare at me and say, “Are you confused, love?” 
 
      
 
    Tara say quick, “No, no. He’s right. I don’t know what exactly he’s talking about, but the Axe of McGrondle is my quest. After many years of being unable to find it, I recently had a powerful Geas placed on me. The compulsions and no small amount of divination have led me here. I have no idea why.” 
 
      
 
    Kitty poke me in ribs. “OK, well, spill. What is this Axe? Do you know where it is?” 
 
      
 
    Me swat silly cat paw away. “Dunno! Me no got it. Where you think I hide axe?” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl rub chin. “Even if you don’t have it, perhaps you’ve seen it? I wouldn’t be here if there wasn’t a connection. It’s a highly stylized battleaxe. The runes on it crawl around like they’re alive.” 
 
      
 
    “And it cuts through stone and metal far more easily than it should.” 
 
      
 
    Now we all stare at Ames. Kitty know more ‘n me, so I shut up. 
 
      
 
    Dad say, “Well miss Tara, I think you’re in the right place. Or at least, it sounds like we might be able to help you discover your next destination. Pray tell Ames, have you seen this axe in action then?” 
 
      
 
    Kitty nod. “I have. We both have. Sorch, remember the battle under the sewers? Toby’s weapon got shattered and he picked up the corrupt minotaur’s battleaxe? Then he started to hack up that stone elemental like it was butter.” 
 
      
 
    Me hold up hands. “Dat not real, was just dream. I think. How you know dream?” 
 
      
 
    Ames roll eyes. 
 
      
 
    Tara smile now. “So Toby has the Axe of McGrondle? Where is he?” 
 
      
 
    Kitty cry a little now. Dunno why, but feel like me start cry soon too. Know that answer is sad one, somehow. 
 
      
 
    Sniffling, Ames say, “Toby, Will, and Rick were all sucked into a portal to Pandemonium. They didn’t have a choice, the cave was collapsing around them. But they… they’re gone.” 
 
      
 
    Now Tara start crying. That make me cry too. Through tears, see Mom and Dad look at each other. Even they a bit sad. 
 
      
 
    Leeson and servant come in then. They say nothing, just lay out pancakes and sliced fruit and syrup. Mom hug Leeson from chair, he squeeze Mom’s shoulders. Could all use hug right now really. Dad say eat some, feel better after. 
 
      
 
    We do dat. Sweet syrup on hot cakes is good. Does make me feel better. Dad so smart. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl put down fork and say, “Wait. If my Geas still compelled me to come here, they’re still alive.” 
 
      
 
    Kitty drop fork. “What? What do you mean, how does this Geas work?” 
 
      
 
    Tara explain, “It limits my actions. I can’t step away from the quest. It forces me to walk certain paths, and I’m not allowed to take diversions unless it is preparation for whatever the next step might be. In exchange, I know that the compulsions are leading me to the next clue, the next witness. If the quest becomes impossible, I’m freed. And right now, I’m still compelled.” 
 
      
 
    Dad cut in and mention, “And if you remain compelled for a significant time without progress, you’ll go mad. Or die.” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl nod slowly. 
 
      
 
    Mom sigh. “The things we do for adventure and magic.” She look at me after say that. I shrug. 
 
      
 
    Ames tap claws on rim of plate. “You’re saying they’re still alive in Pandemonium, and we have a chance to somehow get them back? How?” 
 
      
 
    Dad finish food and stand. “Research is how. I’ll contact the Arcane University and get some resources on this. I still have some pull there.” 
 
      
 
    Mom stand too, which mean we all stand. Gotta respect Mom. “And before my son can steal a ship, I’ll arrange for one. Limt is the closest destination with a teleportation circle, which I’m certain you’ll need. Son, your job is to help your friends in any way possible, and make sure our ship comes back in one piece. You have until one week before the school year starts. I want you at the Arcane University for Soft Fall. Are we clear?” 
 
      
 
    Leeson blink at Mom, then nod quickly. “Yes ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    We eat while Mom and Dad get ready stuff and things. When dey back, try to be like normal people for a bit. Remember dey talk about crops and stuff around world, so ask about here. 
 
      
 
    I say, “Uhhh. So how is grapes and moos?” 
 
      
 
    Mom-Renault say, “The grape harvest is down this year, for the third year in a row. It’s fine to have a more exclusive vintage, but there’s definitely something wrong. There’s been less rainfall, fewer bees and birds doing the pollination. And not just here, all over Panos. We landowners have lodged a formal inquiry, as has the elven Council up in Civilia. If this is malicious manipulation by some power, we hope to find out.” 
 
      
 
    Dad-Renault say, “The cattle are fine, but weights are slightly lower. There’s enough grazing, but we’ve had to supplement their water supply. It’s a very similar situation to what my mate just described. I have no doubt that if the increased heat and decreased rainfall continues, the Arcane University will be pulled in to investigate as well. Eventually we’ll be looking at ridiculous prices for even the most common vegetables. The poor will go hungry, even with all of the divine aid in the world. Let’s hope things improve over the next couple of years.” 
 
      
 
    Leeson chimed in, “We’re refitting a couple of our ships for a heavier fishing load. It will help our people in the short term. We have to be careful not to overdo it or we’ll hurt the fishing in years to come. But for now, it’s the best we can do.” 
 
      
 
    Mom mention, “Leeson’s idea, that one was.” Sound proud. 
 
      
 
    Dad say, real dry, “Yes, when he’s not stealing the horses and riding into enemy territory, he _does_ have the occasional good plan.” 
 
      
 
    We finish eats and thank kitchen folks for meal. Then go gets our stuff, plus stuff Leeson say we take. Ship and crew ready by time sun dip into ocean. 
 
      
 
    Lots more tears when we go. Got hugs from Mom and Dad, gotta cry then. Kitty make me cry when talk ‘bout saving friends. Even cry looking out at ship on water. Remember something. Smell like fish. Ships in and out of harbor. Was excited but don’t know why. 
 
      
 
    No time fer cry once we on boat. Got put to work. Haul this, stow dat. Pull dis rope, tie dat rope. Lotsa sore things before let me go for night. 
 
      
 
    We sit on deck for while, just rest bones. Boy ask Tara why she need magic axe so bad. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl say, “Oh I don’t want the Axe of McGrondle itself. I just need to know its fate. If it still exists, I need to touch it, examine it. I realize that might sound strange.” 
 
      
 
    Kitty say, “It sounds more than strange.” 
 
      
 
    Tara explain, “You probably heard various tales from Toby, and perhaps other minotaurs. We’re the lore keepers of Panos. Even if every book were to burn, even if every civilization were to fall, we would preserve the truth about this world. As long as we live, so shall the legends of this world.” 
 
      
 
    I say, “Cause you like maker-god, you get axe quest.” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl point at me and nod. “Sorch is exactly right. Melflavin is the creator, the artificer. When my life quest came, I knew that it wouldn’t be easy. But the Axe was present at several key battles throughout history. The elves fought in both major wars, and each time a minotaur was present with the Axe of McGrondle. It is vitally important to our history, and its fate may very well be important to our future. So I accepted the quest. Now, we can be the ones to update the record.” 
 
      
 
    Leeson say, “So you don’t need to possess the axe. Just confirm who wields it, document everything that we know about where it has been.” 
 
      
 
    Tara no say nothin’ for few seconds. Finally say, “Because of the Geas, I do actually need to touch it. That is a separate condition to the requirements of my life quest. I needed the extra help, even if it came at quite a high cost.” 
 
      
 
    Ames stand and say, “Finding your axe means finding our friends. We’ll get you there.” Voice sound like iron. 
 
      
 
    Others go head down to little room for resting. Not me. Not yet. 
 
      
 
    Made time to just look at water. Some reason, think about how it not water all way down. Always something hold water. Under ocean, sand and rock. Hold water like big bowl. No matter how rough things up top, rock keep it steady below. Somehow, make me feel better. 
 
      
 
    After long think, me go to room and crawl into swingy hammock. Let water rock to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    We gets to Limt and sailor guys tie up boat so it no wander off. Four of us walk uphill from pretty boat place. Dey make me dress in big black cloak to cover face. Know me ugly, but not that ugly! Make wear gloves too. Me do it to shut them up. 
 
      
 
    Get used to pack on back quick, like me do this before. Seems light though. While walk towards shop, me think of more stuff to take while others talk, and talk, and talk. 
 
      
 
    Cat say while me locked up, dey gotta do much running around. Go from Magic Shop place here, to eat and dance place up in snowy city. Back and forth, all time, no time for much else. Now everyone gots opinion ‘bout dat. 
 
      
 
    Leeson scold kitty. “It isn’t healthy Ames. You look like you’ve been dredged up from the hells. Do you ever sleep?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine.” growled cat. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl agree with boy, “You’re not fine at all. Your eyes are bloodshot like you’ve been drinking moonshine for three days straight. If you don’t take care of yourself, you are not going to last very long.” 
 
      
 
    Ames snarl, “Lay off, would you? If I don’t take care of The Magic Shop during the day, it goes under. Same with the Vole at night, it doesn’t manage itself, and replacing me on the dance floor is expensive. If it weren’t for the royal family providing a little stipend and sponsoring my teleportations, I would have lost both by now.” 
 
      
 
    Tara snort, “Well you aren’t alone anymore. While we research our next move for saving Toby and the human lads, I’m going to be helping you out at the Vole. You’ll get some proper rest. During the day, I’ll make visits to the Arcane University to coordinate our research. And Leeson will run The Magic Shop.” 
 
      
 
    Boy start nodding before really hear what moo saying. “That’s right, and yo- wait, what?!” 
 
      
 
    Me laugh a little. “Ha ha. Sucker.” 
 
      
 
    Kitty shoot mean look at me. “And Sorch can do all of the lifting, cleaning, and restocking. You’re right Tara, what a wonderful idea.” 
 
      
 
    Me frown. Dat not go way me thought it would. 
 
      
 
    Leeson and me try made up excuses, but no work. Tara plan best plan. After see stress go out of kitty’s body, me say no more. If help Ames, worth it. 
 
      
 
    We get to Magic Shop. Gotta say, feel familiar. While mess with keys that got funny symbols, kitty mention, “Sorch I’m afraid you lost the lease on your apartment. All of your stuff is downstairs in the stockroom. There’s a small library of books that you ordered at a local temple apparently. Writing supplies as well. And all sorts of other things. I’ve set it all up in a corner, you’ll see it. There’s plenty of room since we have not had the chance to buy anything in a while.” 
 
      
 
    Me grunt and nod. Wonder what kind of other stuff? Maybe more stuff to put in backpack. 
 
      
 
    Look like kitty and cowgirl leaving us to run shop right away. Give key to Leeson, show costs, show how to open and close. Me get kiss on cheek from both, and they go off pretty fast. 
 
      
 
    Leeson look lost. Me shrug, look around. See dusty jar on tall shelf. Red stuff in it. Old memory from swamp… get super good plan! “No worry. Me make tea.” 
 
      
 
    While boy deal with two elf lady that just walk through door, me get stuff from two jar. Smash seeds to powder. Put powder in best pot. Rip up mint, add to pot. Hum to self as walk out back. How me know pump there? Whatever. Pump water into pot, grab stack of wood cups and ladle. Bring all back to front counter. 
 
      
 
    “Blaze.” 
 
      
 
    Dunno why say that, but after, know pot will get hot. Two smallish human see me, walk over while Leeson chat with elf ladies. Keep humming while use wood ladle to stir pot. Little bubble come up. Neat. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me sir, is that a magic pot?” ask older of two. 
 
      
 
    “Yup!” 
 
      
 
    Younger man ask, “Oh, is it for sale? Is this a demonstration?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope!” 
 
      
 
    They watch, look confused. Then steam hit them. Younger one get little glass-eyed. 
 
      
 
    Older guy clear throat. “Oh, I say. A traditional remedy then?” 
 
      
 
    Not sure what mean, but nod. “Yup! Tea.” 
 
      
 
    After two minutes of us looking into pot, ladle out two cup of red tea. “There you go.” 
 
      
 
    Men no even think, just grab. Blow on tea to cool, then start sip. They stare at wall for while. Can tell already, good tea. 
 
      
 
    While Leeson pack herbs for sale, elf ladies come to counter. Give red tea, they really like it too. All get real chatty, don’t get what say mostly. But all buy stuff from boy, more than came for. Seem super happy with shop, and all leave together, still all chatty. 
 
      
 
    Leeson stare at me. Nose twitch. “Sorch, what in the blazes is that? It smells like peppermint and socks, and it looks like blood.” 
 
      
 
    Me grunt. “Just tea.” 
 
      
 
    He look into pot, wince at smell. “What kind of tea is that?” 
 
      
 
    Gotta think on dat. Search for word in brain. Me know dis. “Mint and… betel. Mint and betel.” 
 
      
 
    Leeson get real red. Remember something… he look like this once. Out back of shop. Mad dat time, forget why. This time more… scared-mad. 
 
      
 
    Boy hiss at me. “Sorch are you insane?! Betel nut tea? You drugged them all!” 
 
      
 
    Me frown. “Just bein’ nice. They bought all the stuff.” 
 
      
 
    Leeson eyes super wide. “You can’t drug all of the customers Sorch, are you crazy?” 
 
      
 
    Me look in pot. “No, not all. Maybe next dozen?” 
 
      
 
    Boy’s jaw go up and down, but no sound. Me think. “Oh, I add more water.” Take pot and go to do that. Leeson gotta greet folks that walk in. 
 
      
 
    New batch of tea bit weaker, but still good. Have many peoples in before lunch. Everyone like tea, even when pot stop and brew start to cool. Leeson super busy. Take empty pot down to stockroom. Get some herb we out of, on way back up. Whistle while put herb in jars that boy tell me to and stick back on shelf. 
 
      
 
    When Leeson flip sign to close for lunch, me look up at shelf. “Aww. We out of betel. Sold a lot.” 
 
      
 
    Boy stare at me. “I wonder why Sorch! Why do you think we might have sold out of the hallucinogenic, addictive betel nuts, Sorch?! Do you think it was for magic, or maybe for something else, hmmm?” 
 
      
 
    He yell. He say name twice, must be important. Think a bit. “Well. Taste really good. Dat probably why. We real good at selling stuff and things!” 
 
      
 
    Leeson make sound like never heard before. Like he gonna pop. Me pat on shoulder. “You just hungry. No worry. Let’s go up.” 
 
      
 
    Only hard cheese and bread up in kitchen. Still better ‘n dry fruit. Little human calm down after eat. As me gnaw on crust, he ask real soft-like, “Sorch. Do you remember any of the stuff you did in the last two seasons? Do you remember teaching me?” 
 
      
 
    Me nod. “Little bit. Out back, yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right! Do you remember what you taught me?” 
 
      
 
    Shake head. “Naw. Fancy stuff, all twisted in brain. Not important. Glad you learn though.” 
 
      
 
    He bite lip. I swallow last bit food, then reach over to tilt boy’s chin up. “It OK. Me OK.” 
 
      
 
    He swallow too, but no for food. Boy voice shake. “Do you remember Ames at all yet?” 
 
      
 
    “The horse?” 
 
      
 
    Little human eye go real wide. “Oh gods Sorch don’t say that. Of all the things… no, Ames. The kitty. The were-cat.” 
 
      
 
    Mind drift. Snow fall. Kitty wrap around me. So warm. Ames. Me love kitty. 
 
      
 
    Glove hand fall from Leeson chin, grab fist full of shirt. “No. They can’t know, they no find out! No find kitty!” 
 
      
 
    Leeson make cough noise, bat at arms. 
 
      
 
    Me loose up grip and growl. “You no tell them.” 
 
      
 
    Boy gasp. “Sorch, they’re gone. You’re safe now.” 
 
      
 
    Take much strength to pull back arms, like drag boulder. 
 
      
 
    We sit quiet for while. Leeson suddenly look like he figure something out. Then boy say, “You forgot so they couldn’t use it. So they wouldn’t look for Ames. Is that right?” 
 
      
 
    Me say, “Tell them about friends. But they not know Ames get away. Not know who went in demon portal. Dey think me last one left. Make pain every day, but me not say. They think me only one who know. Never told them last trick.” 
 
      
 
    This time Leeson reach out and touch face. “You remember! You saved Ames.” 
 
      
 
    Me shake in seat. Feel wrong to talk ‘bout this. Is secret. “Make kitty quiet so couldn’t be dumb. Had to sneak off. Leeson… maybe not safe remember. Maybe better forget.” 
 
      
 
    Little human pat cheek, then stand. “I don’t think so Sorch. I’ve seen you together. Other than mom and dad, I’ve never seen two people who belonged together as much as you and Ames. That’s worth remembering. Right?” 
 
      
 
    Me look at crumbs on table. “Yeah. Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    We reopen shop, but afternoon less busy. Still do OK, but time for me to dust. Time to move empty racks. Restock what we gots. Drag up weird stuff covered with webs. Take care of stuff and things. Little human look happy at sales for day, more sure of self now. 
 
      
 
    That night, we finish bread and cheese. Then Leeson test me. Ask all sorts of magic stuff. Not know most of what he talk about. Everything he make me read swim around like little fishies. Then boy give feather and ink. Everything me write come out like squiggles. He say he understand some, but not ‘nuff. Me don’t understand any of it. 
 
      
 
    “Well Sorch, I know in the pack of things that Ames rescued, there’s a scroll that you can use to start off the enhancement process. But there’s no way you’re reading it in this condition. Even if I get you another amulet, you need your spellbook, with your notes in it. You wrote them to record your progress and teach others how to start from scratch, after all. I think that’s our best bet.” 
 
      
 
    Me shrug. “You da boss.” 
 
      
 
    That night, have dream that not have in long time. Voodoo Engine grow and grow. Take everything from me. Get bigger and bigger, crush all the world. Woke up sweating. Brain not be nice to me, not one bit. 
 
      
 
    Up early, so clean storeroom. Still too early. Take coppers from box, take key from Leeson's pants. Start fire in stove, let heat up. Me dress up all in black. Get four eggs and onion at dawn market. 
 
      
 
    Little human come out just as me put his half on plate. Onion and egg scramble. He look surprised. Not mad though, so good surprise. Get cup water for each. Leave key on table for him, take my half of meal down to storeroom. Just feel like eat alone. 
 
      
 
    Today _so_ boring! No fun tea, no super magic. Sell plain stuffs. Herbs. Scroll. Potion. Yawn. 
 
      
 
    Afternoon look boring too, ‘til old woman walk in. She all fancy, white gloves and stuff and things. Even got own driver to carry stuff. She want clothes dummy dat me drag up stairs yesterday. Weirdo magic thing. Can change cloth color while make suit or dress on it. Can sew on fancy cuffs and buttons for you. Never thought we sell dis thing. 
 
      
 
    Lady no haggle much, offer lotsa good coin. Go to pay Leeson at counter. Driver just wander around. Me watch him, start get bored again. As he turn, see something glint in belt. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, me think in middle of big hills. Smells bad. Best pot there. I carry pot out and something inside. It glint at me in morning sun. Just like that. _Just_ like that. 
 
      
 
    Me scream and charge at driver. Human just normal size, take him down easy. He scream back in surprise. Fine lady shriek in fear. Hood is on shoulders and not head now, they see face. They see angry, angry orc face. 
 
      
 
    Me sit on man’s hips so can’t squirm away. Slam shoulders down on wood floor. “Thief! Where you get it from?” Voice sounds rough, hardly know it me. 
 
      
 
    Terrified man and panicked lady both blather at same time. Snarl loud, that shut them up quick. “Where?!” me scream. 
 
      
 
    Calm little human voice from behind say, “Sorch, my friend? What’s happening? What did he steal?” 
 
      
 
    Me half roll off wilted human, pluck knife from belt. “Dis. It _mine_. Mine from before taken.” 
 
      
 
    See Leeson’s eyes get big in reflection of blade. “Gods and demons Sorch… it is. That’s your blade.” He turn to pale woman. “Miss I do apologise, but my companion is correct. That blade was his before the rebel forces up north took him captive. I’m afraid we need to ask your driver a few questions.” 
 
      
 
    But driver already answering before ask. “I-I didn’t steal it, honestly! It was partial payment. For a delivery, a big delivery to the eastern forest.” 
 
      
 
    Fine lady say, voice tense, “Bernard doesn’t work for me full time, he makes deliveries whenever I’m away at a show or festival in other cities. Bernie! Tell the orc where you were.” 
 
      
 
    Knife in hand not something human look away from. He talk quick, “It was the f-final leg of my last delivery run. There were these two w-women in robes telling me where to go. We had to cork the wagon to get it through the swamp, following the south coast. I dropped off a large package to a woodland fort south of Arbitros. No idea who the people were. They were short a few silver, and I took this dagger in lieu. I swear, I don’t know anything more!” 
 
      
 
    See gold coin land on fallen human chest. Leeson say, “For your trouble, and the balance of silver owed to you. We’ll be taking the dagger. Now Sorch, if you would be kind to let the man up. Bernard is it? Show us on the atlas exactly where this place is, and then be so kind as to help the lady with her mannequin.” 
 
      
 
    Dis Bernard guy show us where package got took. Two human take dummy and leave quick, after boy ask them to not say nothing about orc face, and we not say nothing about stolen goods wagon. 
 
      
 
    Big sale made and lot to think about, we close shop. 
 
      
 
    Leeson pacing around. Make me dizzy. 
 
      
 
    “Sorch, I know it’s a detour but this could be huge. They might have the rest of your stuff in this place. Or they might be able to tell us exactly why you were tortured, what they’re looking for. Or there could even be a significant intelligence cache regarding the rebel forces. I want to help Will and Rick and Toby of course, but I think we need to check this out first. What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    Me grunt. “We tear heads off.” 
 
      
 
    Leeson blink at me. “OK, I guess that’s a vote for investigating this place. Ames and Tara should be back in a few hours. I guess Tara’s divine influence will tell her if this is a waste of time, since it doesn’t let her stray from that lifequest thing. Let’s copy this part of the map out of the atlas, quickly, and we’ll figure out our next move when they get here.” 
 
      
 
    “Next move is get stuff back. And tear heads off.” 
 
      
 
    Human sigh at me. He get big paper from under counter. Look for cutting thing as talk, “It might not be that simple Sorch. There might be overwhelming odds, or deadly traps, or who knows what. Or we might need to move immediately to rescue our friends. We need to be smart about this. Don’t get all riled until we hear what intel Tara and Ames have gathered. OK?” 
 
      
 
    Hand him knife me get stabbed with in escape, tuck best knife in belt instead. “Less talk, more work.” 
 
      
 
    Little human take old knife, cut paper to square. As start copy from map book, he ask, “How come even in your condition, after all you’ve been through, it still seems like you’re the one in charge?” 
 
      
 
    Me give big, toothy grin. “Maybe me smarter than look.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    We finish map. Well. Little human finish map, me finish sweeping. 
 
      
 
    Last folks in shop from fancy church. Little priest in brown robe look at me, older priest look at scrolls. Not many scrolls left. Stare back at small priest. He get brave, walk up to me. 
 
      
 
    “Pardon me sir. I just wanted to say that it’s good to see you again. The kind were-cat explained the context of recent events the last time we were in here. I’m sorry about what’s happened to Rick and Will. They were friends of the church.” 
 
      
 
    Try to think back. “Sorry. When gone, things happen. Don’t remember so good.” 
 
      
 
    Little priest lean on counter. “You had just come back from some kind of bounty as I recall. Will vouched for you as part of their extended family. I performed the healing and binding of your wounds.” 
 
      
 
    Flash of… something. Shoulder hurt. Then warm, pain melt away. 
 
      
 
    Me say, real soft, “Walk in grace.”  
 
      
 
    Small priest look happy. “Yes. That’s us. You’re starting to remember then? That’s good. It wasn’t too long ago, only a few months. But the thing that’s important to remember is that Will and Rick thought of you as family. That doesn’t stop just because they aren’t here. If you need anything, come visit. Please.” 
 
      
 
    Me nod, slow. “Thanks. You nice humans.” 
 
      
 
    Tall priest walk over. Got scroll in hand. “Gentlemen. We need to head back, pardon the intrusion. Walk in grace.” 
 
      
 
    Watch them both go. Can’t move. Just stare. 
 
      
 
    “Sorch? Sorch.” 
 
      
 
    Voice wake me. Soft hand squeeze shoulder. Leeson ask, “Are you alright? You were gone for around two minutes, just staring at the door.” 
 
      
 
    “Think me remembering. Pieces come back. Head hurt some.” 
 
      
 
    Little mage smile, “That’s great! Err, not the headache of course, I’ll get you something for that. But the remembering. No matter what else happens, I hope you remember us and everything that happened. Your life changed a lot in such a short time. But the important thing is: We’re your friends and we care about you.” 
 
      
 
    Me smile some. “Thanks. Same.” Lean against counter until Leeson come back with cup. Water smell like old grass. Drink it down, go to lay in cot. Take time, but throb in brain go away. 
 
      
 
    Was in nap, wake when hear door open upstairs. Head up to see if needed. 
 
      
 
    Leeson get hugged by kitty. Cowgirl smiling at dem. 
 
      
 
    Me call over, “Don’t smother. Still need him.” 
 
      
 
    Cat walk ‘round counter, then my turn. Hug feel so good, warm. Close eyes and squeeze at fluff. 
 
      
 
    In head, was suddenly not here. Was in small room. Air cold, but sheets warm. Fluff on bare chest. Teeth nibble neck. Heat in belly. 
 
      
 
    Open eyes, back in shop. Me growl a bit. Nip little white triangle ear. “Ames.” 
 
      
 
    Ames yelp at teeth on ear. Pull back, look surprise. 
 
      
 
    Look innocent. “Slipped.” was all me say. 
 
      
 
    Tara step in before kitty say anything. “We have news, you should close the shop for the evening.” 
 
      
 
    We do dat. When shades down, all go up to dinner table. Cowgirl bring two big fish with spice, put in oven and start fire for dinner. While wait, Ames and Tara tell what they find. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl say, “First of all, allow me to say that I have a new appreciation for dancing as an entertainment medium. Proficiency isn’t enough, the amusement of the audience is paramount. At least with that sort of dancing. It was quite exhilarating.” 
 
      
 
    Small human choke on water. Put down cup. “Do you mean… you danced? With the poles, on stage?” 
 
      
 
    Tara say, “Of course I danced. Ames was resting after all. And as a minotaur, I appreciate art in every form, including eroticism.” She narrow eyes. “And how would _you_ know about what happens at The Spastic Vole, young man?” 
 
      
 
    Leeson cough. Face turn red. “I errr… may have read it in Sorch’s travel diary when he lent it to me.” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl snort. “Anyway. Between services, I coordinated with the Arcane University and my local temple to research Pandemonium portals. I’m afraid most of the people proficient in opening them are not on our side, and never will be. That leaves Chaos magicians that might work with us. Which means visiting the witches of the Glasson dessert or the elves of Arbitros.” 
 
      
 
    Me grunt. “Elves.” 
 
      
 
    Leeson nodding when I say dat. “Yes, there are two reasons the elves are a better pick. They’re closer of course. But equally important, Sorch and I may have a lead on the people who took his stuff when he was captured.” 
 
      
 
    Ames hiss, “Who? Where?” 
 
      
 
    Tara blink at kitty. “Dear, I know I’ve only known you for a brief period, but I’ve never seen you look so murderous.” 
 
      
 
    Me shake head. “Not rare, happen lots.” 
 
      
 
    Leeson answer Ames. “There’s a stronghold that the ancient elves built, right on the edge of the wild elf forests and the orcish swamps. It is somewhat southeast of Sorch’s village, not too far from the coast. The elves cleared out long ago, but apparently deliveries are currently being taken there. The delivery man had Sorch’s dagger as payment.” 
 
      
 
    Me waggle pretty knife around. Put away when all frown at me. 
 
      
 
    Ames say, “Then as far as I’m concerned, that’s settled. A boat past the swamplands, and we recon those stronghold bastards. If we have the upper hand, we see if Sorch’s things are there and interrogate one of them to find out what in the hells they wanted with my man.” 
 
      
 
    Tara put big pack on floor. “Oh, Sorch, we picked up the things that Ames has been keeping for you.” 
 
      
 
    Kitty explain, “From the castle, dear. We traveled light when we headed into the sewers. I kept everything that everyone left behind. For you, I have your ID anklet from the Arcane University, your extra clothes, pack, and that bag of material components.” 
 
      
 
    Me shrug. “New clothes good. Is anklet pretty?” 
 
      
 
    Leeson say, “Very pretty.” He sound like he make fun of me. 
 
      
 
    Ames hold something behind back. “And there was something that the Headmaster wanted me to return to you.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes get wide when kitty show me. 
 
      
 
    “Rock!” 
 
      
 
    I takes Rock from kitty. Hug Rock. Cowgirl confused, but boy and kitty happy for me. 
 
      
 
    Ames say, “You take care of that. Apparently it got Hemitath exactly where she needed to go.” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl rub chin. “Hemitath. Hmmmm. Because we’re trying to save multiple Magic Guild members and University alumni, they mentioned that they would provide some limited assistance. I can probably ask them to lend us apprentices to help watch The Magic Shop and the Vole while we travel.” 
 
      
 
    Leeson say, “I’ll run down to the docks and let the crew know that we’ll be leaving in the morning, Tara, and you can meet us there.” 
 
      
 
    Kitty say, “Settled. I’ll help Sorch repack and then we’ll get some rest. Wherever you end up, let’s meet at the docks tomorrow, an hour after dawn. Suited and booted please, no side trips once we meet up.” 
 
      
 
    Me explain that no wear suits of armor. Tara explain she no wear boots unless cold. Kitty look annoyed and say is just expression. 
 
      
 
    Dinner ready. Fish real good. Salty, some hot from spice. Eat my half fish easy. Then eats what little human don’t finish. There lotsa talk, but me just listen mostly. When out of prison, just nice to hear people not-yell. 
 
      
 
    We finish and clean plates. Then all go off to do stuff and grab things. Me take big pack and go down stairs with kitty. 
 
      
 
    Ames going over stuff they brought back. Hand over Rock to get packed, hear cat talking. Me not really listening. Set light pack from Leeson next to old one, so kitty combine things how dey like. Some scroll real important, dat go in dere. While Ames busy, I get out of cloak and boots, kick under cot. Kitty keep talk and sort. Me say ‘yes’ lots. Rough fingers work on buckles and tied knots. Ames armor fall to floor. Cat roll shoulders, more comfy now. 
 
      
 
    Remember something. Teasing cat-butt in face. Gotta dress Ames while kitty pack bag. Me had to be good, was going out to job. Broken lock. Walk through snow alleys, Ames keep teasing. Was being very good then. 
 
      
 
    But why me gotta be good now? No locks to fix. 
 
      
 
    Hug kitty from behind. “Miss you lots.” me say, squeezing. 
 
      
 
    Ames stop sorting. Say, “I missed you… and you missed my birthday last month. I was alone, but I imagined you were there.” 
 
      
 
    Kitty go all tense for second when me keep taking stuff off. Then seem to melt when me rub shoulders. Soon cat shirt and pants go too, toss on fallen armor. “Me sorry ‘bout birthday, love. Take care of dat right now.” 
 
      
 
    Pick up squirmy nude kitty and toss on cot. Ames’ whiskers press into pillow. Lay on top of soft white fluff, tailtip in teeth. Leave hands to pin kitty-cat wrists behind head. Pillow do good job, muffle mews and screams while me give Ames late birthday gift. 
 
      
 
    In morning, wake up and think, ‘Me glad cot so strong.’ 
 
      
 
    Gotta hurry, no time for real bath. Some buckets cold water, some hot water from magic pot. Both wash up quick, dress, finish pack. Leeson wake up before, packed and handing key to boys from magic school. We run to get to docks. No need. See Tara run too from next street. All slow down, walk to boat like not-crazy folks. 
 
      
 
    Leeson’s boat real fast. Say will only take two days to go from city, past swamp, to where big trees start. Spend time working mostly. But have time to hear stories, help remember even more. Start to feel more… real. More here. More me. Hard to find words. 
 
      
 
    Also hear new stories. About Tara. She live crazy life. She act, sing, dance, see world. During that, meet and marry Toby. Then become priest when Toby become paladin. Life quest hit her. Drift apart from Toby, no time. Only want silly axe. Toby say they done, she no complain. But she sad about all dat. Really wants Wandering thing done. 
 
      
 
    Only take couple days, but me still get angry. Remember lots about Rick and Will and Toby now. My friends. Stole from me, hurt, maybe dead. In bad place, like me was. They save life many times, and me save them. My brothers. Not blood, but battle. No let dark take ‘em. Not without fight. 
 
      
 
    Me look at shore get close while other three talk. They walk up to boat rail. “Sorch, can we talk to you?” ask boy. 
 
      
 
    Me grunt. “Go, talk.” 
 
      
 
    Ames say, “We were just putting our combat tactics together. Sorch in your current state, what were you thinking as far as fighting?” 
 
      
 
    Me shrug. “Was gonna hide in back. Make sure nothin’ sneak up. If thing get close, me stab wit’ knife and run.” 
 
      
 
    Dey all look at each other. Tara say, “Yeah, that’s what we were thinking as well, Sorch. You’re alright with that?” 
 
      
 
    “Proud, but not in hurry to get dead. No magic, but eyes work. I watch backs.” 
 
      
 
    Ames not look sure. “Dear, you’ve been a little upset over the past couple of days. We all are, but you in particular. Are you going to be OK in combat? You need to keep a cool head, not get too angry.” 
 
      
 
    Me snarl, “What me got to be angry ‘bout? That dey stole my friends? Gave weeks of pain? Took stuff? Took _MY LIFE_?” 
 
      
 
    Last two word go out on water. Hit tree on shore, come back. 
 
      
 
    Tara turn, walk away. She mutter, “Oh yeah, he’s going to be fine, I’m sure.” Boy shake head and follow. 
 
      
 
    Kitty hold shoulders. Lean in, nose on cheek. “I know you’re mad Sorch. I’m mad too. Keep it together for a little bit longer. We need to be smart about this. OK?” 
 
      
 
    Me grunt and nod. “For you, yes.” 
 
      
 
    When get to sand by wood, Ames gotta hold me back. Work self up real good. Ready to dive and swim. Take tiny boats to sand instead. Better idea, me guess. Still mad. 
 
      
 
    When at sand, Leeson tell thin sailors, “Take the lifeboats back, and then head home. We’re going to be seeking help from the elves. Even if they say no, we should still be able to use their teleportation circle.” Sailors look not so sure. But go anyway. 
 
      
 
    Me useful for thing now: Me find way in wild. Always good in swamp and tree and hill. Cowgirl help too. When sun blocked, she still know what up and what down. We guide kitty and human right way. 
 
      
 
    If normal, Ames be real far ahead. But because listen to us, is close. Get to see kitty work. Whiskers and nose always twitch. Start to find real clever elf trap. Ames show how work, with rope and pits and rocks and wood stakes. Show us how avoid all dat. 
 
      
 
    Walking long time, get restless. Me not only one. Boy decide to ask cowgirl, “Tara, my father mentioned how dangerous accepting a Geas is. Why now? You’ve been searching for the Axe of McGrondle for years after all. What changed?” 
 
      
 
    Tara sigh. She say, “That’s the problem, little one. Nothing changed. I don’t like to complain. I’ve seen more wonders on Panos than many of the ancient elves. I’ve met more people and experienced more cultures than some of the most well travelled caravaners. But do you know what I haven’t experienced?” 
 
      
 
    Leeson shake head. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl say, “Peace. My life quest has ground upon my soul for so many seasons. Everyone that was once close to me keeps their distance now. They’re likely thinking that I’ll start talking about the damned axe again… and they’re right. It preoccupies my mind, it haunts my dreams. My divine and spiritual place in the world is wrapped up in this quest. As is the fabric of lore that my people hold dear. But that importance led to my single mindedness. The Wandering ruined my relationship with Toby, and with my family.” 
 
      
 
    Boy murmur, “I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Tara shrug. She wipe stray tear from eye. “I want it to be over. Now. If I have to trade a little free will to receive nudges in the right direction from the gods, so be it. If there is danger, if there is risk… so be it. People weren’t meant to live like this; in a state of perpetual wanderlust. Or at least, I wasn’t meant to live like this. It will end, and it will end soon. One way or another.” 
 
      
 
    We walk in quiet again. Some question have heavy answer. 
 
      
 
    Much moss now. Tree get more tall as we go up. All smell very green, very clean, not like swamp. Less and less elf trap as get deeper in. Must be two hour, just walk. As me in lead to point out direction, feel paw on shoulder. Ames hiss in ear, “Hold up. I heard something.” 
 
      
 
    All stop. We watch kitty. Ear twitch. Nose wrinkle. Then Ames do something never see. Kitty jump on tree. Claws dig in wood. Climb so fast, gone in branches in a second. 
 
      
 
    Three of us wait. We hear branch-sound. More soft each time. Me shrug at others, but stay quiet. 
 
      
 
    In distance, hear crack of branch. Then sharp scream. We all run to sound. 
 
      
 
    Turn out Ames not need us. Two human in leather with kitty. First got kitty sword through back, through chest, pinned deep in dirt. Second missing most of neck. Blood all over Ames’ claws. 
 
      
 
    Tara stare at kitty with big eyes. “Y-you killed them without even talking to them, how do you know that they deserved it?” 
 
      
 
    Ames kick de-necked one onto back. Dead man wear Koroth symbol, but different. Extra line, extra mark. 
 
      
 
    “It’s some sort of branch from the Koroth cult. As they walked, they were talking about their preferred interrogation methods and favorite victims. Let’s just say that none of you would approve.” 
 
      
 
    Clothes bloody, no use to sneak in. Wash Ames off with dead human water. Take coins, leave rest. 
 
      
 
    No more bad guys ‘til see fort. Space with no tree, maybe 25 pace by 35 pace. Fort in middle. Not tall, but pretty wide. Got old squiggle letters all over, like see in magic book. It made of wood and rock. Not great shape. Look real old. 
 
      
 
    Leeson whisper, “It’s covered in elven runes. I think they’re all burnt out though, they look faded. Broken.” 
 
      
 
    Tara agree, “There’s no way that a bunch of human thugs, or even clerics of Koroth, could harness that kind of power. Although… that symbol wasn’t exactly Koroth’s. It was some strange variation.” 
 
      
 
    Leeson look confused. “A new branch of his followers? A more twisted cult?” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl shake head. “It signified a consequential change in the entity being worshiped. Like Koroth had been transformed somehow. And if they’re drawing actual power from this source, then something has happened. Something significant, something within the pantheon of the gods and demons themselves.” 
 
      
 
    Me hold up hand. “We find out when we go. Where guard?” 
 
      
 
    We look at keep for time, but no men come or go. Ames head in, stay low to ground. We watch over while kitty crawl through leafs. Ames get right to door, press triangle ear to wood. 
 
      
 
    Not dere long. Cat hear something. Run on all fours, leafs scatter all over. Big door open. Ames not gonna make to tree. We all move out to cover. Kitty see Tara with big shield and bashy stick out, skid to stop and turn to be at side. 
 
      
 
    Five human. Two got big sword and wear shiny ring armor. One look like Tara, leather-with-metal and basher stick. One got no armor, big rope net, spear, and small sword. And last got nothing, look like pointy-head mage. 
 
      
 
    Dey see us quick, but Leeson already start cast. Two big guys and bad priest come charge. Spear fly over dere heads, aim at boy. Tara super-alert. Hop up, block with shield, back on hoofy-feet to meet charging bad guys. 
 
      
 
    Bad mage start mumbling, but too late. Leeson’s pretty glowing darts make him scream, spoil spell. Want to help Ames, but see net guy move up. Know if boy in net, things go bad. Do something stupid-smart. As guy throw net, me jump right at him. Me caught in ropes, but fall all over him. He caught in ropes too. Roll around together, both cursing. Me curse better. 
 
      
 
    See fight, quick flashes as try to squirm out. Tara just defense, move back slow. Ames annoy them, move so fast. No let them move free, no let bad priest call god. Guy caught with me try pull little sword. Me bite at finger. Don’t get good grip, but he yell and pull hand away. Me try to make tangle worse. 
 
      
 
    More chant from in front. Don’t see or hear boy. Feel sting of many magic darts. They fly around other guy like he not there. Yell as hit in shoulder, ribs, and thigh. Welts and blood all over me. 
 
      
 
    But soon see why boy so smart. Spell he learn during magic school testing call ‘Blink’. Leeson blink behind guy who dart me. Knife flash out, one I gave him that hit me in arm once. Bad mage get neck slice open. Bet he wish he pay attention to boy now. 
 
      
 
    Me and net guy so tangled now, need someone help cut us out. Growl at each other and watch fight from our butts. 
 
      
 
    See cowgirl got small slice on hip. She take club to forearm… leather and chain dull it some but still wince. Ames do all can, but two on three not good. Mostly sword bounce off armor or stop swing of club or blade. 
 
      
 
    But now bad guys hear chant behind them. Not their mage. That get them in panic. One brute turn to look, Tara put club in ribs for trouble. Leeson’s Force Bolt catch bad priest right in back, he fall forward. Ames take head off shoulders. 
 
      
 
    Now two ring armor guys in trouble. In fair fight, cowgirl good defense, kitty real fast attack. But not fair fight, boy is behind them with knife too. He never even gotta stab, just make threat. Just get one turned. Just matter of time. One turn to lunge at boy, get kitty sword in leg for trouble. Other catch Tara shield right in face. Things go real bad for them after dat. Soon they dead on ground next to priest. 
 
      
 
    Ames cut me out of net, then tie other guy in more tight. Even gag him before shoving against wall. Tara use small heal on me and on self. Not stop all pain, but bleeding end. Only useful stuff on dead is more cheap coin and pouch of magic junk that Leeson take. 
 
      
 
    Ames hiss, “You were supposed to stay in the back and keep watch!” 
 
      
 
    Me say, “Sorry. Seem like right thing to do.” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl snort. “You were fine Sorch. I’m not sure how that would have turned out if you didn’t get involved.” Kitty growl a bit, but not disagree. Me bit proud, even though made Ames mad. 
 
      
 
    Boy search, then say, “Just components here. I only have a couple of spells left. I can put a Cloud of Stench in an area, and some more Magic Missiles.” 
 
      
 
    Tara nod. “I have some more healing, and I can try to invoke paralysis if I’m not right in the middle of things. But if there are too many more, we should retreat.” 
 
      
 
    Kitty rub at whiskers. “They had at least some patrols out. Nobody ran out to help these idiots. If anyone is left, they aren’t in earshot. And the fort isn’t _that_ big.” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl shift leaf around with hoof while think. “OK, let’s see what they have left then.” 
 
      
 
    We go in fort, bar door behind. Tara say, “This is the grand hall. By the state of things I doubt an elf has set foot in here for decades. But still, it’s beautiful.” 
 
      
 
    Hafta agree with moo. Moss cover lot of stone. But see pretty spirals in places on wall. Floor made of three kind of pebble, draw picture and map as we walk. Dragons, hills, ocean. All done with tiny rock. Wood old, look almost like rock too. But twist way that wood should not; around corner, leak into cracks, push in and out of rock floor and wall, make pretty pattern. Could never carve like dat. Almost like elf make it grow exactly perfect. 
 
      
 
    We check right side first. Nobody in kitchen, not much food left. Next, couple of bar-door rooms, nobody inside. If they were, me would let out… hate bar-door rooms. Corner room on this side is just dark place with boxes. Me bored, but rest excited. Leeson make me hand over Rock, he make it bright with magic. 
 
      
 
    I ask, “What? What big deal?” 
 
      
 
    Ames say, “Sorch, it’s a storage room. If your stuff is anywhere in this place, it’s probably here.” 
 
      
 
    So we search, but find just one thing at first. 
 
      
 
    Tara sound confused. “Paper?” 
 
      
 
    Little human open another box. “More paper here. Scraps of all sort.” 
 
      
 
    They read while me and kitty keep looking. 
 
      
 
    Leeson say, “This is all stuff about shipments and troop movements down in Eastern Hook and Royal Moffit. Everything to the southwest.” 
 
      
 
    Tara say, “I have spending reports for a dozen caravan companies from Ice House to Tater Town. Northern operations. You find anything Sorch?” 
 
      
 
    Me couple box-rows over. Make tall tower from stacks of paper. “Stuff and things.” 
 
      
 
    Ames stop around corner of shelf. Take off pack. “It’s a listening post. Koroth’s and the late Duke’s people are getting intel on all of the governments, probably planning to put spies in place. Or blackmail operations. Something. They might already have operatives in place for all we know. Bring the light over here please?” 
 
      
 
    All come over. Kitty find locked chest, has tiny metal bits out. Stick bits in lock and fiddle around. After couple of minutes, lock go ‘click’. 
 
      
 
    “What in the…” 
 
      
 
    More paper, but all drawing. All of same thing. Ames confused. For once, me not. 
 
      
 
    “Voodoo Engine. Someone make load of Voodoo Engine pictures.” 
 
      
 
    Leeson have look. He read some notes and say, “The level of mechanical and magical detail here is intense. It would take me weeks to go through all of this information.” 
 
      
 
    Below Voodoo Engine stuff, stuff about local orc tribes: Who in charge, how many basher, tribe grow or shrink. Below that, same stuff for elves ‘round here. But real treasure below that. 
 
      
 
    “Look dis! Boot got shot with bolt. Gots hole. Still good, just gotta fix. OK, get other boot, then we go.” 
 
      
 
    Ames say, “Ummm Sorch. _All_ of your stuff is here.” 
 
      
 
    Me peer down. Yup, magic book, note book, pouch for magic bits. Everything. Even other boot. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah. Help me pack dat up.” 
 
      
 
    Once everything in pack, Ames put away lock stuff. Kitty say, “Everything else looks like loose paper. If this is the only stuff they’re really protecting, they seem rather fixated on a particular subject.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone looking at me now. “What?” I ask. 
 
      
 
    Before friends answer, hear big boom. All get behind paper boxes. Then hear fighting. 
 
      
 
    Ames say, “That had to be the front door. Who is battling who out there? Have they gone mad and started fighting with each other?” 
 
      
 
    We waits for fight to stop. Then bright light come our way. Hear strange voices, don’t understand. Sound like gibberish to me. 
 
      
 
    Tara shout out word in same weird way. Then she yell, “This is Tara McGoldberg, priestess of Melflavin, seeker of the Axe of McGrondle, and friend of the three companions with me here today! We seek peaceful sanctuary.” 
 
      
 
    One by one, elf walk in room. Some bows, some swords, some fancy wood sticks that glow. They look at all of us, but look real long time at me. They throw prisoner in corner… our poor guy in net. Once they check out room, say something funny in weird words. 
 
      
 
    Pretty blond elf walk in. He wear thin metal plate that seem to bend when he move. Have silver sword on belt. Skin look pale, soft. Eyes bright gold. 
 
      
 
    Cute elf say, “I am Jarotath, representative of the southern elf nations, sitting Council member in Arbitros, and leader of this war band. Your antics have ruined an extended surveillance and investigation of cult activity in this area. Nevertheless, we accept your request for sanctuary, blessed lady McGoldberg. For you and your… friends.” 
 
      
 
    He look right at me when say that last bit. Pretty sure. 
 
      
 
    “You are now ‘guests’ of the Arbitros militia.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Trip up to elf-home not small. Dis where if boat still wait for us, dey give up and go fish. Neat elf magic and lotsa nature trick like Shaman would do make it more fast. Never tree or vine in way. Can summon paddley-boats for streams. Feet never tired, food always good. If gotta be prisoner, be elf prisoner. 
 
    Couple days go by before changes. Tree not just tree, got home in ‘em. Bridges like webs connect homes, make whole village. Path not just leaf now, got flat stone. Start as big slab, then steps and stuff. Then many tiny pebble make beautiful picture as we walk. Sometimes huge wood building on ground. Sometimes tree all grown together and make wall of bark and root. Trees not just around city, trees _are_ city. 
 
    Elf no stop us from talk, so we talk a lot on the way. Elf listen though. Sometimes elf lord guy sit right with us, not even pretend not to listen. But he no say much, just say when move, when sleep. 
 
    Tara tell one story at dinner. Campfire warm. All elfs listen, get real quiet. Just her voice in trees and crackle of fire. 
 
    “Once upon an age, humans and elves battled over the fate of Panos. It was called the First Great War, and it lasted for over a decade. Men and elves fought over the chopping down of trees, over the rapid expansion of men into neutral territory, over elves hoarding their knowledge of magic away from the other races. With the war, the Great Rains came, because Melflavin the Tinker wept. He was a half elf, the god of innovation worshipped by elf and human and minotaur alike. Melflavin was the one link left between the two races, their last common love. It is said that his rain of tears, as much as any other factor, ended the war.” 
 
    Tara turn to me and smile. “You see Sorch, your people were neutral in the first Great War. The Great Rains took away fields that the humans could farm, and it took away forests that the elves could live in. But the longer elves and humans fought, the more Melflavin’s tears expanded your swamplands. To this day, one can find the rare orc paying respects at a service of the Tinker, thanking him for expanding their homeland.” 
 
    Me nod quick, not blink. Had to hear rest of tale. 
 
    Cowgirl go back to big story, “When armistice was declared, Melflavin stopped crying. The humans agreed to plant more of their own forests, and to respect elven territory. The elves agreed to share more of their magical secrets so that there was less need for humans to use so many resources. But when the northern elves went right back to their full reliance on magic, the southern elves balked. They said that reliance on magic alone was the very problem that caused and extended the war. Civilia, the seat of all elven government at the time, told the southerners that they could do things their own way. So they did.” 
 
    “Arbitros became the great elven city of the south, and the seat of their own government. Though still friendly with their kin north of the mountains, the southern elves embraced the magics of nature and chaos. They allowed their structures of stone to become overgrown, their temples of granite to be retaken by the moss and trees and hills. The great dynasties and ancient bloodlines held so precious by the northern elves were eschewed by the tribe-families of the south. They chose a more democratic route. Elections were held, and the new southern elven Council was formed. Seats on this new council would shift every few years, so that no one person remained in power for too long. The standing army was dismissed, and the service militia established. The people of Arbitros would be different from their northern brothers, though their love for all elvenkind would not fade. They would stand apart, but they would stand _for_ something.” 
 
    She take sip of apple juice, then go again. “Melflavin blessed the southern elves with the finest understanding of natural architecture on Panos. Over hundreds of years they would plant and grow mighty trees that fused together or intertwined. They would build massive cities in the boughs of these branches. They would defend their territory with natural weapons of war ranging from powerful wooden siege engines, to cunning pits and nooses hidden in the leaves of the forest floor. Rather than being the shining jewel that was Civilia, Arbitros became the living heart of amber at the core of wild elven society.” 
 
    All quiet when Tara finish. Then Jarotath lean in, kiss cowgirl on cheek. He say, “Goodnight sister.” Then elf all wander to bed, leave us alone in our little camp. 
 
    When they all gone, cowgirl smile and say, “They probably liked that I skipped the part about Melflavin going bald during the first war. It’s said he kept tearing his hair out, due to his frustration with the elves.” We laugh at that. 
 
    Finish trip into big elf city in morning. Lotsa building on ground, but many, many more up high. Center tree biggest of all. Climb up circle bridge-path on giant tree take forever. Whenever ask if there yet, someone shush me. Small human not complain though. Don’t think eyes blink once whole way up. He ask all the question, and me surprised that elf answer. Leeson happiest prisoner ever. Ames just look annoyed, but not loud-annoyed like me; much more quiet. 
 
    Path end, open on huge wood place, carved flat. Tree-bench all along edge, and many tree-throne at far end near big open circle. Guard at top of big tree path say something in funny tongue. Guard on other side then say, “The Council of Arbitros wishes to welcome back one of their own, and bids Councillor Jarotath to sit at this special gathering. His guests are strongly urged to attend that they may be heard.” 
 
    Me say, “Finally!” Then trod towards big open place. Others look each other, then hurry to catch up. 
 
    All sorts of elf climb up into nine wood thrones. Most wear pretty rainbow robe. But some look like they come right from job. Just wear whatever dey have. Jarotath sit on last empty throne. Me, Ames, Tara, Leeson stand in middle where all can see. We special guests! 
 
    One older elf in pretty robe say, “I call the Council to order. Guests of Arbitros, my name is Tuppruth and I am the Speaker of the Council. This affords me no special rights or voting privileges, I am simply a voice that directs proceedings. The nine of us have come together at Councillor Jarotath’s urging to hear your explanation as to why you were found in one of our ancient strongholds. Although we eschew the concept of land ownership, we must take steps to defend our people against hostile invasion.” 
 
    Me say, “Yeah, sure.” Me get it. 
 
    There was big pause. Could tell by looks, others not sure me best one to speak. They wrong, me good politic guy. 
 
    “...indeed. Then if I might ask, young orc, why were you assaulting a stronghold built by the elves, occupied by a hostile cult that we had under surveillance for almost half of a year? Your actions forced our hand, and we were unable to determine where the leaders of this cult reside.” 
 
    Me think. “Well. They gots stuff. Me want stuff back. Maybe shoulda asked ‘em first. But they pretty mean.” 
 
    Tara step forward, real quick. “Can I elaborate on that?” 
 
    Speaker guy quick to say, “Please do.” He hold elf-head in hand, like got head pains. Start ask Leeson to make him some of dat grass-tea, but he hush me. 
 
    Cowgirl say, “This is Sorch Stonebender and this is Ames. They are the champions of Royal Moffit. They were primarily responsible for the foiling of this cult’s plot to destroy the royal family of the southern human lands. So one might see this as a… follow up. Further action against those who imprisoned Sorch and banished our friends. I, Tara McGoldberg, and my human companion Lord Leeson Renault, have been aiding them in their quest to restore Sorch and to seek a way to save our friends from the plane of Pandemonium.” 
 
    Me nod. “Yeah, like me said.” 
 
    Cute elf that capture us speak up, “Just a clarification, revered cleric of Melflavin. This cult is possibly not the same as the one that took Sorch Stonebender captive. Not exactly. Changes have been afoot.” 
 
    Tara nod, slow. “We saw the warping of their unholy symbol, but had no information to work with. Thank you for the clarification, Councillor Jarotath.” 
 
    The Speaker say, “Though we respect the words of our minotaur sister, we must personally discover the identities of those who would claim to be the heroes of Royal Moffit. It has been determined that our sister is under the effects of a Geas, which might be influencing her actions and statements.” 
 
    Tara frown. She no think of dat. 
 
    Ames step up. “If it please the Council. I’m acting as an adventurer under the guidance of the Arcane University, and specifically Hemitath, one of your own. Surely you can just contact her and confirm this.” 
 
    Jarotath say, “My older sister has been indisposed and incommunicado for a number of days now. We’re worried as to where she is spending so much time, but respect her privacy. I’m afraid that kind of verification won’t be possible.” 
 
    Word ‘sister’ get in head. He Hemitath’s brother? No wonder so cute. 
 
    Cute elf keep going, “Having heard the tales of Sorch from her, however, I find it hard to believe that… this example of the race is the most talented tribal mage she’s ever met.” 
 
    Leeson whisper to Ames. Kitty say, “We can provide his spellbook as proof.” 
 
    Elf on throne in blacksmith leathers say, “All that would prove is that you’ve pilfered Sorch’s belongings, which we know was the case.” 
 
    Me rub chin. “Dis tough one. But pretty sure me Sorch. Really, no lizard crap. Take word for it?” 
 
    Throne elfs start talk in gibberish. Must not be good. Tara start look sick. 
 
    Boy brave enough to speak up, “Interrogate the prisoner we took, perhaps?” 
 
     Jarotath say, “The prisoner has gone quite mad. I doubt we’ll get anything useful.” 
 
    More gibberish talk, lotsa pointing at me. At least think so. Look behind just in case… yup, pointing at me. 
 
    Weird talk stop by someone bang stick on railing. Whole place go quiet, look at banger. 
 
    Speaker say, “Ah, you have something to say, High Priestess?” 
 
    Pretty elf in dark purple say, “This is Sorch who was the Stonebender, who shall be the Stonebreaker, and who may yet be the Stonemender. He is beloved of Omi-Suteth, who wishes to forsake the title of ‘Glogur's Bane’ if his agency grants her the ability to do so. Omi-Suteth hereby vouches for the identity of Sorch the orc, and all those who deny his identity will be considered anathema.” 
 
    Then she sit. 
 
    Me smile. Good old Omi-Suteth. 
 
    Speaker look around. Most of throne-elf nod now. Then say, “We have heard the High Priestess and believe her words. Our apologies, Sorch Stonebender, for the delay. You indeed have the right to reclaim your belongings from interlopers, though in the future we urge you to coordinate with _our_ people for a far more effective, and dare I say comfortable, experience. We must ask though, how did you get in such a state? We were led to believe that your eloquence and magical ability were quite evident.” 
 
    Ames and Tara take turn explaining, not let me get in word. Curse, get over curse, prison, back to curse. It my story, know it already, so get bored quick. Me share berries with small human, not really pay attention. 
 
    “Is this all true, Sorch Stonebender?” 
 
    Me look up, swallow berries. “Uhhhh, yup, sound right to me.” 
 
    One smiling elf in rainbow robe call down, “Young human, do you have anything to add?” 
 
    Leeson look like he about to burst. He say, fast, “No sirs and madams. I’m just happy to be here!” 
 
    There was much chuckle from throne elfs. Speaker say to elf who just ask question, “Magus Calebith, you should take our young friend to see the ironwood staves. As an Arcane University student, he might be interested in picking one out for his apprentice enchanting class.” 
 
    “I shall do so Speaker Tuppruth, it seems a fitting memento of his first visit to our homeland.” 
 
    Leeson look like about to explode with happy. 
 
    Councillor Calebith said, “Come see me when all of this is resolved, young man. Now, it sounds like you’ll want to have a portal opened. Let us discuss particulars so that the timing is correct. We don’t want to hold such a gateway open for longer than required, and the preparations are extensive.” 
 
    Was lots more of throne-elf yammering in silly words. Cowgirl join in, seem happy now. Dey switch back to Common. Ames talk about me, and rest, and open portal. Leeson even make point or two. Dere was votes, dunno ‘bout what. 
 
    After more stuff and things, Speaker say, “Then it is decided. Any offense and disruption in our investigation of the cult was entirely incidental and accidental. Our esteemed guests will rest and recover, as our magi prepare for the opening of a Pandemonium Portal. In two days our guests shall venture through the portal in search of the other heroes of Royal Moffit. Any Council member, clergy member, or citizen who has business with our guests, simply speak to Councillor Jarotath. He will be coordinating the details of their stay and availability. We thank everyone for their patience and honesty.” 
 
    And dat was dat. 
 
    Elf take us to guest place, inside big tree. Fresh water, fresh fruit, fresh smell. Tara and Leeson get own place, just me and Ames here. Bed of woven vine, cover with light fluffy sheet, pillow look like round ball of wool. Felt like sleep on cloud though. Sleep for much of day, before poked awake. 
 
    “Sorch. It’s time.” 
 
    Boy’s voice. Throw pillow at it. Probably miss. 
 
    “Come on Sorch, if we’re going to do this you have to be ready.” 
 
    Open eyes. Tara and Ames in back, Leeson right in face. Got little table by bed. Everything dere. Amulet, old notes, scroll, magic book, copper, silver. 
 
    Me sit on end of swingy bed. “What if I no do? What if no wanna do?” 
 
    All quiet for a while. Kitty say, “You can’t come with us to rescue them without your magic, Sorch. So you would be staying here.” 
 
    Me scowl, “You no go without me!” Say right to Ames. But not want anyone to go without me, really. Want protect all friends, save other friends. 
 
    Cat smirk. “Then you better do this, and do it right, love.” 
 
    Me stare at all dis stuff. “What if can’t though? What happen to me?” 
 
    Now kitty voice soothing, “We go on. You’ve sacrificed everything for your friends, Sorch. We won’t abandon you when you need us.” 
 
    Take deep breath. Put amulet on. 
 
    Leeson nod. “Scroll first, then see if you can read the book.” 
 
    Unroll paper. Stare at it for long time. Little letter swirl, then stop. Know it in right order. Start reading. Little letter burn as read. Words somehow warm in belly. Words feel like home. These my words. Feel sudden brightness in brain. Amulet pulse on chest, like hungry. 
 
    Make these last notes before try study. If something go wrong, this where diary end. Notes for adventurer, not for retired orc. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The mind is a funny, frightening thing. At that moment, mine was like a sandcastle. 
 
    Once the amulet was attuned to the Enhance Intelligence spell cast from the emergency scroll that my friends had made for me so many months ago, the floodgates opened. My brain and my body knew the next steps. The process was inexorable. I studied my primitive notes on casting Enhanced Intelligence properly, and then committed it to memory from my spellbook. Every casting was an ocean wave battering at the walls of a crumbling castle made of sand. 
 
    The loss of my memories wasn’t because I lacked the intelligence to form memories. It never worked that way in the past. Rather, I had locked away memories both happy and sad. The happy memories were sequestered to keep my torturers away from the trail that would lead them to Ames. Particularly the final memories of casting Silence to force the feline’s escape. I also locked them away to deny myself false hope, given how dire my imprisonment had been. The sad memories were buried so that I could live through the experience without having to confront what I had lost. That way I could possibly weather the pain that I would suffer in what I believed were my final weeks on Panos. 
 
    The first time I cast my own Enhance Intelligence, waves of understanding battered down the curtain wall. The guilt of denying the existence of my friends poured in. As did a very real sense of relief, because it meant that I wasn’t alone, mentally. I had peers. I had loved ones that I could talk to. 
 
    By the second enhancement, I couldn’t even look at my friends. Guilt had been joined by embarrassment, both now battering at the inner keep that I had built, rapidly crumbling. I was able to process the things that I had said and done in captivity: The bargaining. The fantasies. The begging, the screaming. The impossible promises I had made, falling on ears both deaf and cruel. I relived thoughts both sadistic and depraved as my captors reduced me to my most base form; more animal than man. But along with all that: Just a little bit of pride. In the end I had held onto that core, and protected Ames despite everything that might have broken me. 
 
    By the third casting I was in tears, my soul laid completely bare. The remains of that temporary mental construct had been washed away, leaving only me. My fragile ego was now exposed to the harsh light of truth. I processed the enormity of what had happened, the loss of my three companions, and the importance of the next day or two if we were to have any hope of getting them back. My jaw was slack, muscles unresponsive. Ames cleared the room. 
 
    I spent almost an hour in the arms of my lover, sobbing into that white furred shoulder. 
 
    We rested for a time before I had Leeson summoned. As I had taught my young student Augmented Intelligence, I figured that he should return the favor. We studied and memorized the more advanced spell together, his confidence and technique reminding me of my own prowess. Our casting was synchronized, and I knew it was going to be successful even before that shard of silver slipped away into nothingness. Then I cast it again. And again. I was physically and mentally exhausted. The dual process of intellect gain and drain, and of arcane memorization and exertion, had resulted in an orc with nothing left to give. But there was gratification, like that of a training warrior whose muscles scream at the end of the day. The pain was progress. 
 
    By the next morning, I was ready to attune the Amulet of Enhanced Enchanting with the more powerful Augmented Intelligence. Everything was within my grasp once more. My full array of spells, from the simple to the powerful, from the subtle to the destructive, would be available to memorize in the morning. I allowed myself the luxury of memorizing one of those subtle spells that night. 
 
    I invoked Max’s Message. Recalling that Hemitath was incommunicado, I directed my message at the creator of the spell itself, Master Max. 
 
    ‘I’m back. Going into Pandemonium to rescue friends in morning. See you at start of semester, old man.’ 
 
    The reply was immediate, and just about what I expected: 
 
    ‘About damned time, green skin. Happy hunting.’ 
 
    Our arcane and divine spell selection that morning was aided by the elven sages that quite literally wrote the book on the Plane of Pandemonium. Apparently the denizens of the plane had strong minds, so we should avoid anything involving charm, hypnotism, or domination. Also, Pandemoniumites were adept at redirecting and warping physical force, so we should tailor our spells towards the elemental. Finally, the plane itself often had uncertain terrain, so movement enhancements could be helpful. Ames packed an assortment of mobility gear as well. 
 
    The portal would be opened and held in a secure and contained location, away from the core population of Arbitros. For the past two days, preparations and ceremonies were conducted in ‘The Hollow’. The Hollow was a huge void in the center of an ancient ironwood tree. There was only one way in or out, and the wild elves guarded the entryway with martial, clerical, and arcane force. This was not the elves’ first, nor would it be their last, foray into other planes. They were the most dimensionally travelled race on the face of Panos. 
 
    Leeson and I were the last to arrive, having finalized our spell preparations. Magus Aculith, one of the youngest but most respected summoners stationed to The Hollow, was going over the plan with Ames. 
 
    The elf noted, “For the most part, creatures know better than to come through our portals unannounced and unescorted. None have ever returned to their plane without a ransom being paid. But that having been said, we can only approximate the location of your friends. We’re using the minotaur, Toby, as our focus since the results of your cleric’s Geas imply that he’s alive. Our scrying is inexact at best in Pandemonium. I would council getting away from the portal quickly, finding a defensible area, and then sending up the flare. Do not… I repeat, do _not_ use the flare near the portal. No need to advertise its existence any more than we already are. The population density in Pandemonium is rather low, so you have a good chance of attracting your friends before any of the Pandemoniumites respond to the signal.” 
 
    Ames nodded. “And if not, we know what to do.” The feline cast a quick glance over Aculith’s shoulder, acknowledging our presence. “It looks like we’re ready. Thanks for this.” 
 
    Aculith shrugged. “The current human monarchy has been far more helpful and understanding towards our people than the last. An attempt to save the people who prevented massive destruction and instability in the southern region seems… fair to say the least. Godspeed.” 
 
    The Hollow was magically lit, although the illumination didn’t reveal much. The chamber was mostly featureless save for the raised wooden platform in the center of the chamber. The four of us lined up at the bottom of the ironwood steps that led up to the elevated area. We were situated to the southwest. The four summoners on duty, standing around the dais at the four cardinal compass points, began the final incantations to open our dimensional portal. 
 
    “The ley line that passes through here follows the coast and sweeps up in a northeasterly direction. In case you were wondering why the steps were here.” 
 
    We all turned to see Councillor Jarotath standing just behind us. His blond hair was mostly tucked under a stylized leather cap. The arcanite platemail that he wore glimmered in the room’s magical illumination. His silver longsword was not the delicate weapon of a duelist, it was crafted robustly and required muscle to wield. Luckily, the golden eyed elf had plenty of muscle. 
 
    Jarotath stood next to Ames, saying nothing more. 
 
    We glanced at each other, not sure of the protocol at times such as these. It was Tara who said, “Councillor Jarotath, thank you so much for seeing us off.” 
 
    The elf replied, flatly, “I’m not seeing you off, I’m coming with you.” 
 
    Leeson said, mostly out of surprise, “Really?” 
 
    “Really. Nobody goes through the portal unescorted.” 
 
    Tara, perhaps not wanting to be responsible for getting an elf lord killed, started to say, “Councillor, we couldn’t ask you to risk-” 
 
    But she was cut off, “Lady Tara. _Nobody_ goes through the portal unescorted.” 
 
    And that was that. 
 
    I leaned in to murmur to Ames, “It’s not just me right? He’s extremely sexy.” 
 
    I got an elbow in the ribs for my trouble, as the were-cat hissed back at me, “This is not the time, Sorch.” 
 
    I was grinning toothily as the portal opened. 
 
    Glowing liquid lavender swirling around a spiral core of speckled rust. That is the closest description that I have for the dimension-warping gateway that had been opened up before us. Had I not known why we were here, the last thing that would have occurred to me was that one could walk through that. It looked like a macabre art piece; one of the least inviting things that one could imagine. 
 
    As our escort, Jarotath was the first to mount the stairs and move up to the portal. “Stay close.” the elf said. He led with the tip of his longsword, and strode through the gate to Pandemonium without another word. Taking his advice, the rest of us followed quickly. 
 
    Spindly. That is the adjective that I would use to describe the landscape that appeared before us. The gray earth was littered with thin, spiky protrusions that stretched into the infinity of the rusted lavender sky. If there was a sun, it was not immediately identifiable. Instead a harsh glow seemed to emanate from every point on the horizon, the source of the illumination always just out of reach. To our left, the ground fell away in a less-than-gentle slope. To our right, a series of eerily perfect half-spheres of earth blocked our vision, acting as a warped parody of hills that one might see on Panos. Ahead and behind, a topographical void. 
 
      
 
    As we considered our options, a hot wind blew relentlessly into our faces. It cut around the spindly protrusions in the earth, making a high pitched buzzing sound that seemed to run up my spine and set my teeth on edge. They needed to rename this place the Plane of Irritation. 
 
      
 
    Ames pointed with their short sword. “If we’re looking for isolation and they were looking for shelter…” 
 
      
 
    We all looked to the ‘hills’. 
 
      
 
    I said, “It’s the kind of area Toby would love.” 
 
      
 
    Tara agreed, “It’s the most likely spot, and it means our signal won’t be obscured by the landscape.” 
 
      
 
    Jarotath led the way, followed by Ames. Leeson and I were next, and Tara guarded the rear to prevent any ambush of the mages in this strange, unpredictable place. 
 
    I happened to glance back at Tara. She was grinning ear to ear. Remembering the rule about minotaurs and their binary emotion, I asked, “Everything OK, Tara?” 
 
    She nodded. With those square, pearly white teeth on display, the priestess said, “Yes. I’m just excited, don’t mind me. Believe it or not, I feel in my element here. And we’re close. I can feel it.” 
 
    I made a mental connection. Minotaurs wouldn’t be disoriented by a situation like this. They thrive on their sense of direction and depth, and their instinctive knowledge of their exact place in the world. Any world. Minotaurs loved mazes and puzzles. If anything, Pandemonium would be exhilarating to Tara. 
 
      
 
    We hurried towards the ‘hills’, but had to pass through a dense cluster of infinitely tall spires. As we weaved through the eerie spindles, a discordant sound came from above. It was like a shard of broken glass dragged down the strings of a sitar. 
 
      
 
    A horrific, seven legged creature dropped from the sky in front of us. The bottom half was that of a deformed, blocky spider. The top half was that of a hellish, ebony humanoid. Its features were almost puppet-like, though the creature’s movement was fluid, confident. A creepy smile seemed to be frozen on its face. 
 
      
 
    Councillor Jarotath shouted, “Illogic demon! Find cover.” We scattered, but the only cover available was the smattering of absurdly thin spindles. It was partial cover at best, and their structural integrity was anything but assured. 
 
    The warped creature said, “There is no version of the universe in which you emerge victorious.” 
 
      
 
    A shaky voice replied, “Argument from incredulity.” 
 
      
 
    All eyes turned to Leeson now. He was peeking out from behind his spindle. Apparently the young human couldn’t let the demon’s fallacy go unchallenged. 
 
      
 
    Turning to regard the small mage, the illogic demon stalked forward. “All mortals who have stood before me have perished. Now you stand before me. Thus, you will perish.” 
 
      
 
    Leeson looked annoyed at that. He stepped out from behind cover and said, in an accusatory tone, “Appeal to probability.” 
 
      
 
    The demon stopped in its tracks, as in if smote by a giant club. “Stop! Every model and portent has deemed you to be powerless against me.” 
 
      
 
    Leeson took a step forward as he declared, “False attribution.” 
 
      
 
    The illogic demon’s smile disappeared entirely. The young mage’s statement triggered a weakness in its legs, causing the deformed arachnid to stumble. “Since becoming the guardian of this region, not a single soul has returned to their home. You will not return either.” 
 
      
 
    Now Leeson was the one doing the stalking. “Post hoc ergo propter hoc!” 
 
      
 
    A piercing shriek shook the earth as the creature seemed to shrivel in upon itself. “No, you cannot beat me. You are just a puny, inexperienced, fragile virgin child!” 
 
      
 
    Leeson shouted, “AD HOMINEM!” 
 
      
 
    And with his final feeble fallacy unravelled, the illogic demon disappeared in a puff of black smoke. 
 
      
 
    We all stared at the panting, flushed young human for a few moments. When he had calmed down and noticed that he was the center of attention, Leeson explained, “I was on the Youth Academy debate team.” 
 
      
 
    I walked over and gripped his shoulder. “Of course you were. Let’s get going.” 
 
      
 
    We made it to the hemispherical hills. Without any kind of grit or grip, they were difficult to scale. Ames pointed out that the junction of two of them provided a reasonable way to scramble up. We followed the seam upward and inward, until we managed to make our way to the rounded top of the smaller peak. 
 
      
 
    Ames looked around, and then declared, “I can get to the top of the tall one from here.” The feline started to break out the climbing gear. “Between your vantage and mine, I think we’ll cover most avenues of approach.” 
 
      
 
    It took a few minutes for the feline to scale the adjoining hemisphere. A combination of crampons, claws, spikes, hooks, a hammer, and a length of rope were used in the ascent. We were ready to defend the were-cat if they should need to retreat, but the noise didn’t seem to attract any attention. Perhaps the constant high pitched buzzing caused by the relentlessly annoying wind worked out in our favor. 
 
      
 
    Upon seeing a two-pawed wave from my kitten, Jarotath held the signal wand high above his head and uttered the magic triggering word: “Shine.” 
 
      
 
    A trio of glowing red streamers fired out of the tip of the wand. They sailed over a hundred paces into the air. The streamers seemed to fall incredibly slowly. The elf said, “They should last for around half an hour. If your friends are still alive and in any shape to respond, that will be plenty of time.” The other option remained unspoken: If they couldn’t respond, we were very likely to be confronted by things far less friendly. We could be in serious trouble within half an hour, and would likely need to beat a hasty retreat to the portal. 
 
      
 
    We all peered into the distance, eyes straining against that awful haze that seemed to exist on a permanent basis all along the horizon. Ames called out and pointed, but was barely audible over the wind. We all tried to follow that invisible line that the feline indicated, but another ‘peak’ was in the way from our somewhat shorter and more central location. The were-cat finished a rapid descent and tugged their rope free, leaving the spikes and hooks in place. “I saw a flash down there, near the right side of the next big hill. I swear it was lightning.” 
 
      
 
    We headed down to the seam of the adjoining hemispheres and started to descend as quickly as we could without anyone breaking their neck. “Lightning is Will’s preferred big spell.” I said, before briefly losing my footing and sliding a little bit. When I recovered I finished the thought. “Which means if they saw us, they might not be the only ones heading in this direction.” 
 
      
 
    Jarotath shrugged, nimbly handling the descent with the kind of ease expected of an elf. His magical metal armor seemed to weigh him down no more than light ringmail might have. “If it was going to be easy, you wouldn’t need me along.” 
 
    ‘Cute and cocky.’ I thought to myself. The combination wasn’t unappealing. 
 
    We reached the uniformly flat surface that passed for ‘ground level’ in this area of Pandemonium. We helped both Tara and Leeson down the last particularly steep drop as they transitioned from the hemisphere to much more sure footing. Then the five of us broke into a fast jog, eager to round this hill and see if the lightning flash really was a sign that our friends were alive. 
 
    A large pack of helldogs was not the discovery that any of us had hoped for. 
 
    The beasts, numbering over twenty, were as accursed and misshapen as everything else in this place. They shambled along nightmarishly, on either three or five legs. Instead of fur, they sported a mix of petrified soot fibers and thin strands of rusted metal. Their eyes were glowing lavender, mostly focused on something around the other side of the hill. That is until one of them noticed the were-cat and elf that had skidded to a stop at their flank. Then a howl went up, sounding like a dog gargling rusty nails. Most of the others joined in, and started to move in on our front line. 
 
    As Ames and Councillor Jarotath backpedaled to use the curve of the hill as flank protection, the three of us started casting spells. Leeson, realizing that the majority of his spells weren’t great in these tight quarters, summoned an Invisible Shield. The minotaur cleric finished just before I did. An animated warhammer made of softly glowing blue ice came into being beside her. It seemed to hover by her right flank, ready to strike at anything approaching the minotaur’s relatively unprotected side. 
 
    I made use of a spell that had been suggested specifically for this place. For the first time in months, I experienced significant drain on my intellect. The feeling of my own mind being poured from the confines of my skull was sickeningly familiar. But I battled through the sensation. Gravity became meaningless as my Levitation incantation caused me to slowly drift upward. I just hoped that these corrupt canines couldn’t make a seven or eight pace leap straight up. 
 
    My new bird’s eye perspective of the battlefield allowed me to see something that made my heart soar just as high as the rest of my body. A few paces around the bend, Toby was swinging his battleaxe in a wide arc, trying to keep multiple deformed hounds at bay. Rick had taken the same tack as Leeson, conjuring a Shield. Behind them, Will was casting his next spell. Objectively, they all looked awful; visibly wounded, exhausted, eyes devoid of hope. 
 
    It was time to cheer my friends up. 
 
    I knew that if I could unite our two groups, our chances would be excellent. So my next incantation was targeted at the creatures on Toby’s right flank. I rubbed a patch of fur against the short brass wand and murmured the incantation. I allowed my eyes to flick from group to group as the energy was being summoned from a plane even more violent and alien than this one. 
 
    Ames had led with a crossbow bolt that struck the lead hound in the leg. Freakishly, it reared up on its remaining two limbs and waddled forward, only to be decapitated by Jarotath. The elf warrior used his arcanite armor to full advantage, allowing one of the helldogs to latch onto his left arm. His teeth were grit in pain, but the bruising force wasn’t getting through the plate. This allowed the elf to engage a second beast with his longsword, slashing at its face and shoulder, forcing a retreat. Ames was able to swap to the short sword and assist their ally by stabbing the face of the hound attached to Jarotath. 
 
    Leeson was crouched low behind his Invisible Shield, after being bowled over by one of the hellish beasts. Jaws snapped inches from his throat as the creature’s drool and bile dripped from the surface of the lad’s arcane barrier. Had the canine not been so single minded, it would have seen the slow, powerful swing of an icy blue Divine Warhammer aimed at its skull. The creature was obliterated, the entire head and spinal column displaced as its lifeless body flew into the throng of hounds looking for an opening. Tara was being defensive, bashing with her shield at short range, and striking with her cudgel in a very conservative manner. The dark brown furred minotaur was primarily concerned with keeping Leeson safe and giving her conjured hammer time to do some serious work. 
 
    Will completed his spell just before I finished my own. A portal opened upon the hemisphere closest to Rick, and a rain of fist-sized hailstones flew out of it. They smashed into the ribs and flank of one of the menacing creatures, taking out two of its five legs in the process and leaving it broken and helpless. Rick lashed out with his dagger to finish the job. 
 
    The drain was even more keen this time as one of my two most powerful spells slipped from my memory. The resulting Lightning Bolt caught three creatures completely unaware, leaving a line of misshapen corpses on Toby’s right. My formerly stranded friends glanced up in disbelief. When the golden brown furred minotaur saw me, something inside him snapped. In a good way, I’d say. He bellowed and waded forward, bisecting one of the evil dogs in the process. The Axe of McGrondle seemed to find new life, runes crawling over the blade with a kind of eager anticipation. Will and Rick quickly followed in their friend’s wake. They saw something that hadn’t occurred in a long, long time. 
 
    Toby was smiling. 
 
    Uncertainty in the helldog pack was their undoing. One of them had managed to bite Ames in the shoulder before being gutted by the cat, and another had raked feral claws over the elven warrior’s exposed neck. But several dogs shifted back around the curve of the hill to try and cut off Toby. With no pressure, and protected on both flanks, Leeson entered the fray. Half tucked behind Tara’s shield arm, he unleashed a Fan of Frost that caused two of the fiends to howl and back off, shaking their frozen muzzles. Tara’s hammer and the minotaur herself surged forward, killing another canine and putting half of the pack into full retreat. I rained down acidic darts on one of the wounded creatures approaching Toby, felling it. Ames made their way around the hill, and suddenly the two groups were united. 
 
    Faced with seven capable adventurers shoulder to shoulder and me floating above, the remaining beasts turned tail and fled. 
 
    I slowly drifted to the ground before my Levitation expired. Save for myself, everyone was winded, battered and bruised. Tara and Leeson were in the best shape, suffering scrapes and bumps mostly. The cleric of Melflavin had four minor healing incantations available. Ames refused, and I stepped over to help my feline bandage their wound without being asked. Jarotath’s neck wound was mostly sealed by the divine favor, which earned Tara a solemn bow from the elf. 
 
      
 
    Rick, Will, and Toby had a myriad of wounds. A complete list would be too long, but suffice it to say that Tara’s aid would allow Rick to walk with less of a limp, Will rotate his neck without as much pain, and Toby to take full breaths rather than contend with broken ribs. There was still much physical healing to be done, and Toby had exhausted his Laying of Hands earlier in the day. 
 
      
 
    But the true damage to my human friends had little to do with the state of their bodies. Even in the midst of a rescue, their eyes were glassy, their demeanor timid. In addition to whatever emotional trauma they were suffering, it was clear that they were in some way intoxicated, numbed. 
 
      
 
    As we started to hike around the hemispheres, realizing that the humans couldn’t make the climb back the way we came, Toby explained the pharmaceutical issues. 
 
      
 
    “The only thing to eat here is spotted mushrooms and the rare creature that provides normal meat. The mushrooms have little impact on me, but the lads get a little sick every time they eat. It numbs them, depresses them. It isn’t a disease so I’m powerless to stop the effects. We had to eat.” 
 
      
 
    I patted Toby’s shoulder. “It’s alright big guy. Keeping them alive for months is amazing as it is.” 
 
      
 
    The big minotaur blinked at me. “It hasn’t been months. Has it?” He didn’t sound certain. 
 
      
 
    Councillor Jarotath chimed in, “Time passes differently here. It depends on whose realm you’re moving though. The Pandemonium lords draw upon the power of time in different ways.” 
 
      
 
    Toby murmured, “Come to think of it, I have no idea how long it’s been.” 
 
      
 
    We glanced at Rick and Will, who were huddled together as they walked. They had no answers for us. 
 
      
 
    As we proceeded towards the portal home, we had to once again pass through the tight knit grouping of spindles. There was no illogic demon this time. But just as Jarotath was about to pass into the more open area beyond, he paused. The warrior made a lightning fast lunge to his left, which resulted in a hissing sound. 
 
      
 
    Impaled on the elf’s heavy silver blade was what could only be described as a man in the process of melting. Half transparent, half mist, the figure flowed off of Jarotath’s longsword and dripped to the ground. After a few moments, it seemed to be reabsorbed by Pandemonium itself. 
 
      
 
    Jarotath said, “Shadows. Someone in power is near. Run.” 
 
      
 
    As we briskly headed towards our point of origin, more dark figures started to manifest around us. We would have had to stop if we wanted to use magic against them. Luckily, four competent melee practitioners were enough to keep the shadows at bay. Each time a pool of darkness started to shape itself into a humanoid form, the flash of a blade or the blur of a cudgel strike was there to meet it. It seemed that these shadows were quite fragile in the formation stage. Toby, Tara, Jarotath, and Ames were more than a match for them, even on the run. 
 
      
 
    We double timed it towards the open portal. But, instead of the swirling lavender sheet flecked with rust, there was a ball of darkness hovering maliciously in the air. As we approached, the shadows seemed to unfold like a light-void sheet of parchment. When we got to within 10 paces, it tore into eighths, each scrap of shadow fluttering to the ground, four to the left of our now-revealed portal home, and four to the right. From the flat pieces of darkness, some kind of spectral knights arose. They were bearded and armored in darkness, each of them wielding an ebony footman’s lance. 
 
      
 
    Standing at the center of these minions, directly in front of our portal home, was a pale man of some sort. He seemed to be cloaked in black raven feathers. Tall and somewhat thin, the being observed us as one might observe animals in cages. 
 
      
 
    “I am Prince Klovis Monteeg, son of Lord Shogar Monteeg. As you’ve bested my demon and beaten back my hunting hounds, I’m tempted to reward your display of prowess with freedom. However, I can’t allow you to take three of my most amusing toys back with you. I’m afraid tha-” 
 
      
 
    And in the middle of his monologue, Tara and Toby bellowed and charged. 
 
      
 
    The look of shock, horror, and realisation that washed over the face of Prince Klovis Monteeg (son of Lord Shogar Monteeg) was priceless. The better part of a ton of minotaur flesh impacted with heads down and horns leading. All the Pandemonium Prince could do was fend off the four sharp dermal bones threatening to shatter his skull. His body was swept up by the impact and carried along by the momentum of the two heroic beasts. 
 
      
 
    Even before Toby, Tara, and their shocked passenger passed through the portal, the six of us were charging in behind them. Without direction, the confused shades could only watch as we quite literally bullied our way to freedom. 
 
      
 
    I can only imagine the confusion that the befeathered Prince must have suffered when he recovered from his daze. He was not only surrounded by the eight adventurers that he was intending to hold captive, but also four elven summoners, half a dozen elite archers, and a pair of archdeacons of Omi-Suteth. To maximise the bleakness of Prince Klovis’ situation, the portal back to his home plane had been closed. 
 
      
 
    It was Magus Aculith that did the honors. “Fae entity of Pandemonium. Welcome to Arbitros. As is protocol in these situations, you will be held until the debriefing of our rescue party has concluded. Afterwards, you may remain our guest for a period of time determined by your prior, current, and future words and actions.” 
 
      
 
    We were escorted out of The Hollow and over to the second floor of a building named ‘Dignity’. Dignity was the traditional personal residence of the Spymaster of Arbitros. The Spymaster was appointed by the Council, and the identity of the elf serving in that capacity was never revealed to the public. 
 
      
 
    The debriefing chamber was about 15 paces by 20 paces. It contained two long tables, four dozen chairs, a well stocked wine bar, and after the eight of us entered the room, around fifty hungry celebrants. 
 
      
 
    Our debriefing was thorough. Stage 1 was a full round of healing from the local clergy. Stage 2 was a four course meal consisting of sugared pears, a beet and carrot salad, roasted venison, and fairy cake. By the time Stage 3 had been reached, I’m afraid that my interrogators had successfully implemented their wine bar strategy. Our group was telling all sorts of tales as wild elves danced around us and played exotic instruments. 
 
      
 
    By the end of this grueling interrogation, even the humans had opened up. Seeing Will and Rick smile, even as tired and weathered as they both looked, brought me a huge measure of relief. As was my tendency when particularly intellect-drained, I didn’t say much. I hoped that the big bearhug that I gave each of them conveyed my emotions appropriately. 
 
      
 
    As things were winding down, I had a particularly cheery visitor: Magus Calebith, still dressed in his rainbow robes. He asked me if I would be willing to share my knowledge of Augmented Intelligence, as this was magic that the elves had never seen before. I agreed, and made it my gift to Arbitros and the elven people. He thanked me and said that he would stop by the Arcane University in the next few weeks. 
 
    The Council members in attendance, including Jarotath of the silver blade, formally thanked us before clearing the room of revelers and themselves. Jarotath said, “It was a pleasure delving into Pandemonium with you all. We’ll leave a few guards outside that will be able to escort you to your individual rooms. Please feel free to congregate here for as long as you wish, we will maintain your privacy until you’re done.” And with that, the warrior slipped out. 
 
      
 
    Although the guys weren’t ready to discuss everything that had happened during their time away, Toby filled us in as to the events that occurred in the immediate aftermath of the cave in. 
 
      
 
    “The three of us managed to escape with only some bruises from being hurled into the ground. We started in a place quite distant from where you found us. The terrain seemed to be more natural, although that ended up being somewhat of a lie. At any rate, Aro-Remset’s grace was still with us, and we found shelter from the patrols. Well, to be precise, the Axe of McGrondle was able to carve out a shelter after a fashion.” 
 
      
 
    The golden brown furred minotaur stood and stepped out onto the open dance floor. He took the axe off of his back, and held it in front of him in cradled palms. “Tara?” 
 
      
 
    The female took a deep breath and rose to her hooves. She walked over and placed her hands on the axe’s blade and shaft. The runes that normally meandered across the axehead came to a brief and poignant halt. There was a sound like that of a thick soap bubble touched by flame; a snap followed by a subtle dissipation. In that instant, Tara’s Geas was broken. The white horned minotaur’s life-quest was complete, her Wandering at an end. The two of them gently set the Axe of McGrondle down on a table. 
 
      
 
    It’s sometimes difficult to know why a minotaur is crying. This was not one of those times. The full throated sobs, the rising and falling of her shoulders, and the steady stream of tears falling from Tara’s big blue eyes said it all: Relief and regret. “Toby, I’m so sorry. I couldn’t control the compulsion. If only I had stayed with you, together we… maybe together we could have-” 
 
      
 
    The big black horned male wrapped his arms around his estranged wife, tucking her muzzle into his neck. He was smiling a little. “Tara, my muse. If there is anything to forgive, you are forgiven. We are creatures of our passions, and that much I wouldn’t ever change.” 
 
      
 
    The pair of them left the room together, Axe of McGrondle in tow of course. Despite the years apart, I had a good feeling about those two. This was a time for mending. 
 
      
 
    The five of us sat in silence, finishing our last glasses of wine. That is, until Leeson mentioned, “So, I was rooming with Tara. Should I ask for my own room or…” 
 
      
 
    We laughed a bit. Ames even teased the boy, saying he still had to room with Tara and that he should tell Toby to get out. 
 
      
 
    In the end, Rick said, “No lad, come stay with us. We could use the company. We can talk about the state of The Magic Shop and make plans for the morning.” 
 
      
 
    I was probably the first of us in bed, but the last to sleep through the night. I took the opportunity to rest a little bit and then top up my intelligence enhancements. Before turning in for the night, I looked out the kitchen’s little round window. We were suspended hundreds of paces in the sky, graced by flickering fireflies who were trying their damndest to outshine the crescent moon. 
 
      
 
    Everything was peaceful. For the first time in months, each of us would fall asleep knowing that our friends were safe. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    There was a timid knocking at the door of the elven guest quarters that I shared with Ames. I had already woken up, but was in that indeterminate morning state; on the fluffy and gentle edge of eventual consciousness, but open to closing my eyes for a little post-sleep nap. I decided against sloth, and got up to answer the door. 
 
    I remembered to pull on a pair of breeches quickly, and then turned the handle. It was Leeson. He was lovingly cradling the ironwood staff that the elves had apparently gifted him even earlier this morning. 
 
    “So… it’s Soft Fall week.” 
 
    I stared at the young man for a few moments. I almost closed the door in the face of this gibberish. But instead I moved aside and said, “You’d better come in then.” 
 
    The two of us tiptoed over to the kitchen table. Ames remained sleeping, filling the guest house with a gentle rumbling snore. We kept our voices down, like two collaborators plotting the downfall of a nation. 
 
    I asked the key question. “What’s a Soft Fall?” 
 
    Leeson looked at me like I was some sort of idiot. I was used to it. 
 
    “Soft Fall, Sorch. It’s the week before classes start at the Arcane University. New students are invited to move in early. You know, to get used to the place, learn where everything is even before the official orientation. If we leave today, we can get a three day head start!” 
 
    The amount of enthusiasm in the young human’s voice was a little infectious. I must admit, after everything that I had been through recently, easing into my formal education didn’t sound so bad. 
 
    I asked, “This may sound like a silly question Leeson, but what day _is_ it, exactly?” 
 
    After factoring in everything from my imprisonment, to travel time via horses and boats, to the time dilation in Pandemonium, I was surprised to discover the actual date. According to the Kingdom calendar, today was Early Spring of the year 2718, day 3. 
 
    Upon being informed, I asked, “So we missed New Year?” 
 
    The young man didn’t seem concerned. “Yes, but I don’t really celebrate it.” 
 
    I vaguely recalled something. “You promised your mother, didn’t you. To be there in time for this Soft Fall.” 
 
    Leeson nodded, gravely. 
 
    “I see. Well we can’t let mom down, can we? So you want to leave today?” 
 
    Leeson broke into a boyish grin. He said, “Yup! Now. Sorry, I don’t mean right now, but this morning. Well. Yeah, right now.” 
 
    I had to chuckle. “Let me talk to Ames. I know my kitten needs to go back to the Vole for a while, and I assume Rick and Will need to get back to The Magic Shop and do some serious restocking. I’ll tell you what, you find out what Toby and Tara are doing, and get everyone to meet up at the teleportation circle in an hour. We’ll say our goodbyes and plot our destinations from there. How does th-” 
 
    Not waiting for me to finish, Leeson hopped up and said, “OK!” He was out the door in an instant. 
 
    Ames’ somewhat sleep-addled voice drifted over from the bedchamber. “Are you doing that stupid Soft Fall thing? You know they make you jump off a cliff into an actual snow bank, right?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “The young man neglected to mention that.” I sighed softly. “But yes, it sounds like a good idea. A gentle transition from adventure to academia might be wise. Any objections?” 
 
    My beautiful white feline padded out of the bedroom and became a resident of my lap. “No. I’m going to be busy for a couple of weeks, and I need you out of my fur.” The gentle nosing at the side of my neck took any sting out of Ames’ words. I stroked my lover’s sides, smoothing down that ruffled morning pelt. Satisfied purring filled my ears. 
 
    After running through the logistics in my head, I nodded. “Let’s get packed then. I’ll ask Rick and Will to pack up the books and stuff that I have in the store room, and have them ask the apprentices watching The Magic Shop to bring it all back to the Arcane University when they arrive for the new school year.” 
 
    An hour later, the seven of us arrived at the teleportation circle with three distinct destinations. Ames, Toby, and Tara were headed up to Ice House. Rick and Will to Limt. Leeson and I were going to the Arcane University. We waited in line under a bough covered walkway until our names were called. The elven attendant let Leeson and myself know that we were next. There was a lot of hugging and back thumping from our friends. When our turn arrived, after a delegation of elven silk merchants had been spirited off to Civilia, the young human and myself were shoved up onto the Circle of Transport. Our friends showered us with such clever goodbyes as ‘Don’t be late for school, kids!’ and ‘Stay out of detention!’. 
 
    Before we could summon any witty retorts, we were elsewhere. 
 
    The reception hall of the Arcane University was no less impressive on my second visit. The sheer size of the cavernous three story chamber was, if anything, even more amazing when not filled with bustling merchants and visitors. The two of us hopped off of the teleportation circle and made our way to New Students booth. 
 
    Crewing the booth was a familiar face. The same buxom young were-wolf lass that had checked me in on my first University visit was on hand to greet us this time as well. 
 
    The brown furred, pink robed young lady offered me a bright, toothy smile. “Welcome back sir! It’s great to see you. Did you remember to bring your identification?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile back. “Recently recovered and being worn as we speak.” 
 
    The were-wolf nodded. She shuffled through a short stack of parchment until she located the one with my name on it. “That’s great sir, everything is in order. Will the two of you be rooming together, or shall I let the Arcane University assign roommates?” 
 
    I glanced over at Leeson. We hadn’t discussed it, but he was nodding eagerly at me. “We’ll share a room.” I confirmed. 
 
    The lass made a neat little note on my application. “You’re all set then. Nobody has 214 yet, so we can put you right back in there. You can catch up with the initiate group at lunch.” 
 
    I thanked the young mage, and then stepped aside. 
 
    The were-wolf’s tone changed dramatically as my human friend stepped up. “Hello there, Leeson.” rumbled the girl, somewhat huskily. 
 
    The young man murmured, shyly, “Hi Jess.” 
 
    “I’m afraid you’ve been selected for a random ID inspection. Could you take off your boot?” 
 
    I glanced around as Leeson bared his foot for the were-wolf. There were no other students waiting to be checked in, and no other obvious prying eyes. 
 
    I did my best to hide a smirk as the curious young lupine drew her claws lightly over Leeson’s ankle, making the young man gasp softly and blush. “Have you been taking care of it?” 
 
    I would have averted my eyes, but I admit to being far too amused to engage in discretion. 
 
    Leeson stammered, “Y-yes, of course. I’m always c-careful.” 
 
    Jess rumbled, “You give it a good polish once in a while?” I couldn’t be sure, but it occurred to me that the lupine might be talking about something other than the University ID anklet. 
 
    Leeson turned an interesting shade of pink. He nodded quickly and said, “Uh huh.” 
 
    With a final caress of his bare foot, the brown furred young lady set it down. “OK. Everything seems to be in order.” 
 
    The flushed human quickly got his sock and boot back on, while his paperwork was located and filled out. 
 
    The were-wolf murmured, “Done. Shall I come see you after you’re settled in?” 
 
    Leeson nodded to the attractive attendant. “Sure Jess, I’d like that.” 
 
    Jess blew the young human a kiss, and then went back to her paperwork. 
 
    Leeson and I walked towards the South wing in silence. We passed two dozen natural gas lanterns before I broached the subject. “So. Jess, eh?” 
 
    Leeson swallowed. “I met her when we were here for our testing. We became fast friends.” 
 
    I allowed a few paces to go by before I commented, “Professor Gideon’s daughter, you know.” 
 
    The young man nearly tripped over his own feet. “W-what, really?” 
 
    I nodded. “I picked up on it later that week. They were sitting together at dinner. No mistaking it really.” 
 
    My small friend bit his bottom lip for a moment before saying, “Well we d-didn’t _do_ anything. Much of anything. Yet.” 
 
    I arched a brow. “Yet?” 
 
    “I really like her, Sorch.” 
 
    “I saw that. A piece of hard-earned personal advice then: Watch the claws.” 
 
    I timed those words of wisdom with our arrival at the checkpoint to the South Wing. Leeson was stuck blushing in silence rather than protesting aloud in front of relative strangers. When we had passed security, the young man slapped me on the arm. I just smiled. 
 
    We reached 214 and unpacked. Despite trying times with Master Max, I had good memories of the place. I was glad to have the same room, and even more glad to have the same roommate. Leeson was like the little brother that I never had, it would be good to share this experience with him. 
 
    Lunch was soup and sandwiches. Not that I was complaining, but the lunch lady mentioned that they had a skeleton crew right now. They were preparing the kitchens and storerooms for the full student and staff arrival next week. I assured her that I loved soup, which prompted the emergence of a weary but grateful smile. I noticed that a lot of the older staff was comforted that one of the new students was as old as me. I was quickly becoming the favorite of what might be considered the ‘silver’ generation. 
 
    The group of early arrivers was somewhat small, perhaps thirty in total. The vast majority of them were fresh out of youth magical academies from all around Panos. Two of them were advanced students from private tutelage, but I was clearly the most experienced mage in this particular group. 
 
    After a few hours of being toured around by staff members and a few senior students, we were sent back to our rooms to rest and study. New members of the group were reminded to prepare any spells that they wished for the Soft Fall ceremony, and to bundle up for outdoor conditions. 
 
    When we woke from our naps, I noted, “You didn’t mention this you know. I had to find out from Ames.” 
 
    Leeson grumbled as he opened his spellbook. “Because I really wanted to do it, and you might be all serious and stuff. Come on Sorch, it’ll be fun!” 
 
    I flipped open my own book and identified the spells that I wanted to prepare. “Hey, I know how to have fun young man. I’m not ancient.” 
 
    The small human laughed. “You’re like, twice my age!” 
 
    “I’m 24! I think.” 
 
    He sighed, “Well, close enough.” He continued quickly before I could protest, “I actually know the Soft Fall spell. They have older students at the bottom to cast it on you, just in case you didn’t learn it. I know it but have never gotten to use it. You can bet that I had it prepared when we were up in that elf city though!” 
 
    I snorted. “Were you tempted to jump off one of the bridges and try it out?” 
 
    Leeson admitted, “I was, but I got scared. And the walk back up would be murder.” 
 
    Spells prepared, and in my case some intellect enhancement achieved, we went out to meet with the other new students. The cliff that we had to jump from was quite high. Perhaps sixteen, seventeen paces to be exact. But several precautions were in place. In addition to senior students down below ready to cast Soft Fall in case someone couldn’t or failed to cast it themselves, there was a cleric on hand. The pile of snow that we were falling into was massive as well. They were using the Invisible Servant spell to heap up fresh snow, which I assumed they would do again after any hard impacts. 
 
    Fine, I’ll admit it. This looked like fun. 
 
    We lined up by age, putting Leeson first and me last. He hesitated quite a bit, but then lept off of the edge with a very un-lordlike howl. He managed the brief incantation, and floated gently down into the snow pile. There were whistles and loud cheers. Leeson couldn’t have looked happier. 
 
    Every student either cast their own Soft Fall or was caught by the spell of one of the senior students below. So the other new students must have been curious to see me casting _before_ I jumped. The two older mages below knew what I was up to, if I read their expressions correctly. They grinned and folded their arms, clearly unprepared to cast Soft Fall on my behalf. 
 
    When I finished with my spell, I dove towards the snow pile, head first. 
 
    I learned that some of the young female students could scream very loudly. I also learned that some of the young male students screamed like girls. 
 
    Just before I crashed headfirst into the snow pile and the ground below, I allowed the Levitation spell to dramatically arrest my fall. I hovered there for a moment, righted my orientation, then allowed gravity to drop me into the fluffy mound of snow, rump first. 
 
    There was cheering, relieved laughter, and some good-natured cries of ‘cheater’. 
 
    I emerged from the snow and brushed myself off. “Well, if I’m going to be the old man of the group, I might as well flaunt it.” I stated. There was some chuckling and a smattering of applause. 
 
    Our staff guide said, “Alright, now that Sorch has given some of you heart attacks, I can officially say that everyone has survived their first Soft Fall day.” There were both hoots and hollers at that particular declaration. Then she continued, “Everyone go get warm and dry. Dinner is in a couple of hours, where we’ll meet up with the students who did their Soft Fall earlier in the week. Then some of this year’s instructors will stop by for a general question and answer session.” 
 
    Dinner was simple fare, but quite tasty: Well spiced noodles in a pork and fig broth. Amidst all of the slurping, I got to chat with a lot of eager young students from just about every race and walk of life. Of course, a lot of questions came my way, and I answered them as honestly and briefly as I could. No need to get into personal hardships and imprisonment when trying to keep the dinner conversation light. For a lot of the students, it was their first time meeting an orc of any stripe. I was more than happy to talk about the Southern Tribes in a general sense, once again leaving out the gritty details of my somewhat dreary life prior to adventuring. 
 
    After dinner, I sat in on the question and answer session in the Apprentice Lecture Hall. The most amusing part, in my opinion, was the way that Leeson kept eyeing Professor Gideon guiltily. The well muscled were-wolf took notice of my young friend’s habit. He looked at me as one of his colleagues was answering a student’s question. I just shrugged and rolled my eyes. No doubt the big alpha wolf would want to talk to me later. Wonderful. 
 
    One of the students asked, “Is there a prerequisite list for the advanced topics?” 
 
    A golden haired elf, one of the Professor’s Assistants, answered, “Yes, but the majority of you will need to cover a vast array of basic classes before you even consider a specialty or advanced placement. Your first year at the Arcane University is, in essence, already spoken for. If there are any advanced students just joining the University that want a breakdown of prerequisite classes, come up and talk to me after the Q&A is over.” 
 
    Leeson’s hand shot up. 
 
    “Yes, you near the back?” 
 
    My young human friend stood and immediately started to stammer. “Yes, this is f-for Professor G-Gideon. Um, is there anything ab-bout um, were-wolves that… I should say about were-wolf m-magic that is… special?” 
 
    A slightly confused murmur passed through the audience. Professor Gideon stood slowly and peered back at us. I did my best to avert my gaze, disassociating myself from Leeson in his moment of shame. 
 
    The were-wolf addressed the little human in a clear, confident voice. “Not particularly young man. Our tradition tends to follow that of the human arcane schools, rather than the elven. There isn’t much variation, if that’s what you’re asking. My speciality, and that of many of my kin, is Destruction magic. But don’t let that intimidate you.” He smiled, showing rows of razor sharp teeth. 
 
    There was a lot of chuckling from the audience. A very pale Leeson managed to squeak out a ‘thank you’ before quickly taking his seat. 
 
    I nudged Leeson and gave him a look that I hope expressed my thoughts: ‘What were you thinking?’ 
 
    The look that my young friend shot back was one of panic. Clearly he had no idea. 
 
    A few minutes after that silent exchange, a frail and weathered hand came down on Leeson’s shoulder from behind. “I’m borrowing your orc.” 
 
    I knew that voice. Without even looking over my shoulder, I stood up. “Leeson, Master Max. Max, Leeson. I’ll see you back at the room.” 
 
    I followed the old, wispy haired human into a nearby classroom. Surprisingly, Max locked the door and led me to the far corner of the room. 
 
    I was frowning as I commented, “This kind of secrecy isn’t like you, Max. What’s going on?” 
 
    He held up a finger. The veteran magus cast a spell, creating a sphere of Silence between us and the door. I glanced around, and quickly cast a spell of my own, attempting to Detect Magic in the area. The nearby desks and walls were mundane. 
 
    After nodding his approval at my inherited paranoia, Master Max said, “This goes no further than you and me. Hemitath has spent very little time at the University recently, conducting some sort of secret project. Save for a few days here and a weekend there, I’ve been running this place in everything but name.” 
 
    I frowned and started pacing. “Believe it or not, I just met her brother Jarotath a few days back. He said something similar, describing her as ‘indisposed and incommunicado’. I thought it was a family matter.” 
 
    The old man shook his head. “No. Not unless she has family that I don’t know about. Listen boy. It’s not just that running this place is driving me insane. There are certain things that only the Headmaster, the actual named Headmaster, can do. I can’t access everything I need to, I don’t get the latest intelligence briefings from the elves. So at some point…” 
 
    My frown turned into a scowl when he trailed off. “You want me to spy on her?” 
 
    “I may need you to tell her to get her pert elven ass home! She returns randomly, avoids me like the plague, and then leaves again. So at some point we might need an intervention. But not now. Not yet. We’re probably fine for the quarter, unless something gets really out of control.” 
 
    I sighed. I couldn’t really be mad at Max, he wasn’t in this position willingly. “There are more senior people around, why are you asking me?” 
 
    That question didn’t sit well with the old wizard. His wrinkled face got a little bit red. “Who in the hells else am I going to ask? It’s either a semi-competent wannabe orc mage or nobody. Who else can-” He cut himself off. 
 
    I finished his sentence. “Who else can you trust. Alright.” Master Max hadn’t made a lot of friends at the Arcane University, despite his power. That I was the closest thing he had to a friend didn’t surprise me. “You’ll tell me when?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you when.” 
 
    We walked through the sphere of Silence, and Max unlocked the door for us. Stepping out of the classroom just a couple of feet restored my hearing. But apparently I wasn’t quite done with student-teacher conversations. Professor Gideon, finished with the Q&A session, was heading my way. Very likely his keen sense of smell led him straight to me. Max walked by the were-wolf without saying a word. 
 
    The Professor asked, “Sorch, sorry. I have to inquire about your young human friend. Have I done something to scare him?” 
 
    I stared at the huge were-wolf. 
 
    Gideon tilted his head and asked, “What?” 
 
    “I’m trying to figure out if you’re going to yell. Max’s Silence field is about to expire, and I don’t know of any quiet places around here.” 
 
    For the second time that night, I was dragged into a classroom and the door was locked. 
 
    The alpha wolf took a deep breath. “Alright, what’s going on Sorch?” 
 
    “Leeson wants to date your daughter.” 
 
    The number of facial expressions that the were-wolf made in the space of a couple of seconds was incalculable. He settled on a frown, his nose wrinkled and jaw muscles tight. “Date?” 
 
    “Well. Mate probably.” 
 
    The Professor casually picked up a rather heavy wooden chair and hurled it half way across the classroom. It clattered against a desk but didn’t break. I held very still. I heard the were-wolf snarling to himself. Only after a little while did I realize he was counting backwards from 10. 
 
    “He initiated this?” the lupine asked, after regaining his composure. 
 
    I shook my head. “She did. If our recent encounter with an illogic demon was correct, the boy is a virgin. And he was fairly shy around her.” 
 
    The brown furred wolf threw his paws up in the air. “Of course it was her.” 
 
    I asked, “You object?” 
 
    The were-wolf growled, “To my daughter hitting on and trying to bed a nobleman’s son? No, what could possibly go wrong there?” 
 
    I commented, “It could be worse. They’re different species so it’s relatively safe. It’s not like he can… what I mean to say is she won’t be fertile to his-” 
 
    Professor Gideon quickly cut me off, “I know how the mechanics work, thank you mister Stonebender!” 
 
    I said, “Still, if you want me to back him off, he might listen to me.” 
 
    The answer was immediate, “No. No Sorch. If you ever have a daughter of your own, you’ll understand. I’ll talk to her and just tell her to be careful. Humans are fragile after all.” 
 
    I nodded, slowly. “Anything else sir?” 
 
    “No, thank you Sorch. I’ll let you out.” 
 
    When the Professor had unlocked the door and let us both back out into the hallway, I asked a question that had been bothering me. “Professor Gideon, as long as I have you here, why is it when a text refers to wererats and werebears there’s no hyphen, but when it refers to were-cats and were-wolves, there is?” 
 
    He answered me in a near monotone, indicating that it was a practiced reply to a common student question. “Mages needed some kind of designation to differentiate between were creatures that could still shapeshift and ones that lost that ability over time. You’ll notice in the old texts, were-wolves and were-cats will not have the hyphen. In newer texts they do. Most of the time at least, every once in a while a scribe will slip up.” 
 
    That made perfect sense to me. “Thank you sir. Good night.” 
 
    I made my way back to the South Wing as quickly as possible, wanting to reach room 214 before I was ambushed by yet another instructor. I was ambushed after a fashion, but it wasn’t by an instructor. 
 
    The large minotaur that lifted me up in the air and spun me around was certainly a surprise. Not an unwelcome one, given how glad I was to see my friend, but a surprise nonetheless. 
 
    “Toby! You’re supposed to be in Ice House. You know, resting. Recovering. What in the hells are you doing here?” 
 
    The bovine laughed. He still looked fairly awful, but you wouldn’t know it by the bright smile adorning his face. “I bring a housewarming gift, and a measure of my personal gratitude.” the minotaur set me down, and then unslung his backpack. “Just a moment… ah, there. Here we are.” 
 
    Toby produced a lever-sealed glass jar filled with a clear liquid, as well as three white roses. 
 
    I was taken aback, but I had to joke, “Toby… is this a date?” 
 
    The bull man laughed and shook his head. “Roses and alcohol are involved, but I’m afraid you aren’t my type, Sorch. The flowers represent the three souls you saved. Everyone who participated in our rescue gets those.” I followed his gaze to the other side of the room. Leeson’s desk was adorned with three more white roses. 
 
    Toby continued, “The ouzo is a celebration of your own ordeal and survival. Welcome back, little brother.” 
 
    I smiled and said, “Welcome back, big brother. Sit on the bed. Anything else would probably break.” 
 
    Once I gently laid the roses upon my notebook, I pried open the seal of the jar. The scent of that fine alcohol left me breathless. “Holy lizard crap, Toby. This must have cost you-” 
 
    He cut me off, “We do not discuss such material things.” 
 
    I shook my head a little bit. After securing two small glasses from one of my desk drawers and blowing out any lingering dust, I poured two shots of ouzo. I carefully resealed the jar before asking, “What would you like to drink to?” 
 
    My friend reached out to take his glass. He said, simply, “Living.” 
 
    I could drink to that. 
 
    The anise flavor washed over my tongue and through my nostrils, right when that lovely burn rolled down my throat and into my belly. I inhaled sharply, letting the fumes fill my lungs, allowing the spirit to overtake me completely. 
 
    It took me a few moments to recover. Even then, all I could say was, “Wow.” 
 
    Toby allowed his eyes to close to mere slits. “Wow indeed.” 
 
    I had to take a seat on my writing desk’s matching chair. Only when my rump was firmly planted did I dare to take another pull of the powerful concoction. 
 
    I murmured, “I’m surprised that you’re allowed to drink this.” 
 
    My big friend snorted, “I follow the tenets of Aro-Remset. The Order of the Snow does not dictate my every action. Despite what they may wish to believe.” 
 
    I was surprised. I had never heard Toby speak ill about his order. 
 
    I said, “I bet they were shocked to hear of your return. Was there any trouble?” 
 
    He swirled the remainder of his ouzo for a moment, and then drained the glass. “They do not always approve of the company that I keep.” 
 
    I frowned, puzzled. “Well they approved of your rehabilitation of Ames. I mean… oh.” The copper dropped. 
 
    Toby was quick to defend me, “It’s none of their business. I’ve told them that you are a dedicated and trustworthy friend. That is all that should concern them.” 
 
    After nodding, I drained my own glass. “They probably don’t get many orcish paladins applying for entry into the Order of the Snow.” I mused. 
 
    My friend was quiet for a moment. Then he rumbled, “After the incident with Salt, I asked the Order to help me find the best way to get your tithe back to Shaman. They said that they would not help a non-theist, and that I should ‘strongly consider’ cutting ties.” 
 
    I set down my glass, and then reached out to take Toby’s. “I’m sorry if I was any trouble, my friend.” 
 
    Toby snorted. “I told them that they could go to the nine hells. I don’t care that you choose not to worship a god, Sorch. Your commitment to helping others is unquestionable and beyond reproach. And I told the Order of the Snow that if they didn’t trust my judgement, they could have my resignation.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “Toby… what did they say?” 
 
    He chuckled a little. “Nothing. They prod me once in a while, but they do not actually put me in a position to do anything about it. Good thing too.” 
 
    I swallowed, on the verge of tears. “You’re a good friend, Toby.” 
 
    The bull flashed one of his winning smiles at me. “Damn right.” Then his muzzle took on a more somber demeanor. “Sorch, I know if anything happened to me, you would be the one they all leaned on. You would be the rock. You might not understand how profoundly relieved I am to know this. To know you would take care of them.” 
 
    It was my turn to smile. “I do understand. I feel the same way about you.” 
 
    My big friend peered at me for a moment. He stood, and my bed groaned with relief. “You’re exhausted. I’ll leave you to your bed. Thank you for being such a gracious host.” 
 
    Despite my feeble protests, Toby could tell that he read the situation correctly. The day’s events combined with the quality spirits had me on my last legs. One bearhug later, and the minotaur was gone. 
 
    I climbed into bed. It was still comfortably warm from the paladin’s presence. I felt every muscle in my body relaxing. A dreamless sleep quickly followed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Constructed with a combination of elven magic and the power of the Arcane Syphons, student rooms at the Arcane University were nearly soundproof. The walls were thick. The doors were fitted perfectly. The dining halls and the baths were built at a distance to keep noise in the dormitories to a minimum. 
 
    Of course none of this helps if the noise that is keeping you awake comes from inside of the room itself. 
 
    “Oh yes Leeson! Oh gods, just like that!” 
 
    It had been two weeks since the Soft Fall ceremony. My transition into the academic lifestyle had gone more smoothly than I might have imagined. Along with a host of classes on basic theory, which I quite enjoyed, I was in two practical classes. 
 
    The first was Graduating Apprentices. It was a formality for all senior students. I was learning the Identify spell in that class, as well as learning about practical, everyday applications of professional wizardry. 
 
    Based on my performance in the adventuring arena, I was allowed to attend one advanced class even before passing Graduating Apprentices. Professor Sevritz, a talented lizardman conjurer, invited me to participate in his Foundations of Summoning Elementals class. I gladly accepted, and chose to start with the Minor Earth Elemental incantation. 
 
    Everything was great, except for one thing… 
 
    “Use your thumb Leeson. Yes, right there!” 
 
    Jess still lived with her father. This meant that her budding relationship with Leeson had to take place elsewhere. Given the relative lack of privacy outside of the bedrooms, there was only once place for them to go. 
 
    I was learning a few things, whether I wanted to or not. First of all, were-wolf girls are loud when they make love. There’s growling, there’s screaming, there’s panting. And that’s before one factors in just how well Jess asks for what she wants. 
 
    “Twist it a little bit. Rrrrrmmmm!” 
 
    The second thing that I learned was that Leeson’s shyness went right out the window when his girlfriend started to tease him. They had the decency to hang a thick blanket from hooks in the ceiling, but other than that nod to privacy, my presence in the room had little bearing on their lovemaking schedule. This was partially my fault, as Leeson had asked if it would be OK for them to have sex when I was asleep, and I had said that he should be free to express himself sexually with Jess whenever they felt it was appropriate. 
 
    I had no idea that the two of them would ‘express themselves’ so frequently. Or so loudly. 
 
    Sometimes I could bury my head in a pillow and get a decent night’s sleep. But often times I was severely under-rested. My midday sleep periods were getting longer, to the point where I arrived late for a couple of classes and my professors had noticed how bedraggled I was looking. I’d often skip lunch just to get a little extra rest. It was a self destructive cycle. 
 
    A couple of days ago I took Leeson aside and explained that I needed to get more sleep. He promised that they would be more quiet and apologised profusely. Of course, Jess’ version of being more quiet was: 
 
    “Bite my shoulder, love. No, harder! Ohhhh, right there, yes.” 
 
    I got up out of bed and threw on some clothes. The bouncing lovers didn’t even take notice. Grabbing my backpack, I decided to head to one of the student libraries. The Apprentice Library was open day and night, and reasonable noise levels were enforced. Students weren’t supposed to fall asleep there but perhaps there was a dark corner of the stacks where I could rest and still remain unnoticed by the staff. 
 
    This particular student library was in the East Wing of the University. It was essentially unrestricted. If you were a student, faculty, or staff of any kind, you could access the stacks. Built on the ground floor, the Apprentice Library took full advantage of how deeply the Arcane Syphons were able to delve. It was octogonal in shape, with each facing representing its own category of books. At the junction of each facing was a ramp that increased your depth by one pace. So the library spiraled downwards three full times, the 24th facing ending deep in the second sub-basement. 
 
    No fire of any kind was allowed near the books, of course. So the entire place was illuminated by Light cantrips cast on crystals hung from hooks in the ceiling. During the evening hours, only the top octagon was lit by the staff. Anyone delving further was given a flat stone that they could cast their own Light spell upon. 
 
    Of course I hadn’t learned that particular cantrip yet. Which was fine, because I wasn’t after Light. I was after darkness, peace, and quiet. 
 
    I wasn’t in luck however. Even at this ungodly hour, there were a number of people roaming the stacks that could easily stumble across a snoozing orc. I was forced to retreat further into the recesses of the library in my quest for peace. To avoid making people walk further than they had to, the library was arranged so that books on the most popular topics were shelved close to the entrance. As one proceeded inward and downward, the categories of books became more obscure, bordering on the bizarre.  
 
    Finally, within the seventh facing of the last octagon, I found an area of relative darkness: The section involving the horticulture of molds. I laid down on the worn carpet, used my backpack as a pillow, and closed my eyes. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but groan aloud at the sound of another voice nearby. I opened my eyes again and sat up to regard the person who had caught me. It was a ginger lass in purple robes, probably just shy of 20 years old. There was something about her facial features though. My sleep deprived mind eventually categorized the girl as a half elf. She was, kindly, shielding the Light stone that she carried. The shadows created by her offhand prevented the light from shining right in my face. 
 
    “Trying to get away from someone?” 
 
    I grunted and gave her a nod. 
 
    The young half elf gave me a ghost of a smile. “That’s cool. Well, we’re down here if you need anything. Goodnight.” 
 
    The polite orc in me automatically answered, “Goodnight.” 
 
    And then she was gone. 
 
    I closed my eyes again. But no sleep came. I had found a damned mystery at one in the morning at the bottom of the student library. What did the girl mean by ‘we’? What could I need that ‘they’ had? Why were ‘they’ down here in the first place? 
 
    I stood up with a slight groan. Grabbing my backpack, I trekked down to the final section of the library. 
 
    What I saw could only be described as an unsanctioned flop house. Thick bedding was being distributed by an Invisible Servant. More invisible hands were clearing books from the wide bottom shelf of one of the solid oak bookcases. The volumes floated through the air and were piled neatly on a nearby table. Under that table, a lizardman student and a human (who I believed worked in the cafeteria) were already wrapped up and sound asleep. A second table was littered with pitchers of water and small plates of cornbread. At the far end of the second table, a young wererat girl in white robes was curled up in a big oak chair. Deeper in the stacks were areas of unnatural darkness where, I assumed, more people slept. 
 
    The half elf girl had placed her Light stone in an open clay pot, dimming its output significantly. Upon seeing me, she directed her Invisible Servants to clear off another set of sturdy oak shelves. Closer to the supply closet, a halfling was distributing quilts, pillows, and blankets with his own Servants. Each of the empty shelves were made up into comfortable looking sleeping nests in no time flat. 
 
    I murmured, “Thank you. I’m Sor-” 
 
    The half elf cut me off. “No real names here. Plausible deniability and all that. Call me Parsnip.” 
 
    I thought for a moment, “Granite.” 
 
    Parsnip pointed a delicate digit at the halfling. “That’s Titan. Get some sleep, we’ll talk more in the morning. Everyone wakes up at half past seven so we have time to put things back and get where we’re going.” 
 
    Not questioning my good fortune, I crawled into the quilt-lined shelf space. I had a fluffy pillow for my head and a backpack to elevate my feet. The blanket was over-long; I could have easily pulled it right over my head with a few inches to spare. Suitable for minotaur students, I imagined. I settled in for six hours of uninterrupted sleep. 
 
    I was awoken by a gentle pat on the shoulder. By the time my eyes had focused, whoever had roused me was gone. I slid out from underneath the bottom shelf of the bookcase, stood, and looked around. Everyone was quickly and quietly folding blankets, replacing books, and tidying up. I swiftly shouldered my backpack so that I could clear my own area. I handed my bedding to Titan, and then replaced the piles of books that came from my shelf. 
 
    Prior to leaving, just about everyone paused in front of the second table for a quick breakfast of cornbread and water. It wasn’t fancy, but the cornbread was well sweetened and energy-dense. As I was brushing crumbs from my palms, Parsnip laid a hand on my shoulder. “Walk me out.” 
 
    We spiraled up through the stacks. As we progressed from the esoteric sections to the relevant, Parsnip asked, “So why were you banished from your room, Granite?” 
 
    I laughed a little bit. “My roommate is dating a boisterous were-wolf. You?” 
 
    Parsnip was quiet for a couple of moments, then she said, “I should really expect that question to come back to me. I ask why someone is here, of course they’re going to ask why I’m here. It’s polite.” 
 
    I glanced around and then leaned down to murmur, “I’m sorry, you don’t have to answer that.” 
 
    The half elf waved off my apology. As we passed the library’s halfway point, she explained. “It’s OK. My roommate and a friend of his are under investigation for inappropriate behaviour. I didn’t feel safe there, but they’re being presumed innocent until proof manifests. It’s a mess.” 
 
    I asked, “How hard is it to request a new roommate?” 
 
    Parsnip said, “Hard. Unless you enroll with a roommate in mind, the system automatically pairs you with a student that it feels you can learn from, maximising diversity. The process is blind to gender and creed. Most people attending the Arcane University are enlightened enough to handle that, but every once in a while things don’t work out.” 
 
    I didn’t pry further. “I understand. So does this happen every night?” 
 
    “The sleeping thing? Yes. I crashed down below a few times last year as well, unrelated reasons. There are regulars like Titan and Celestial… he was already asleep in the back when you arrived. Some others only come once or twice a week. But anyone who’s quiet and cleans up after themselves is welcome.” 
 
    I smiled. “It’s nice that people have somewhere to go, even if it’s not officially sanctioned by the University.” 
 
    We made our way out of the Apprentice Library. Parsnip laid a delicate hand on my arm. “It isn’t just a sleepover thing. If you can head down quite a bit earlier, say an hour before midnight, you would be welcome to see the other stuff that goes on.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “I’ll try. Well, I need to go clean up. Then there’s an intellectual enhancement thing that I need to do every morning.” 
 
    Laughter bubbled up from deep in Parsnip’s chest. “I know. The codename stuff is traditional down there but up here... come on Sorch. _Everybody_ knows who you are. Besides being the only orc here and one of the champions of Royal Moffit, picking Master Max for your trials has made you famous.” 
 
    I must have blushed a little bit, because the half elf rubbed my cheek with one of her thumbs. “Awww. Someone is self conscious. I guess I shouldn’t mention that the King and Queen of Royal Moffit made a proclamation yesterday, celebrating your rescue from enemy hands.” 
 
    I felt myself turning a deeper shade of green. “I hadn’t heard about that. Awfully nice of them.” I hesitated, then decided to ask, “Say, since you know my real name, it’s only fair that I know yours. Right?” 
 
    Parsnip turned on her heel and walked down the hall. She called over her shoulder, “You haven’t earned it yet, Sorch.” 
 
    I grumbled to myself, then headed back to the South Wing to prepare for the day. After getting cleaned up and re-dressed, I headed off to classes. My teachers noted that I looked more rested. Clearly this library thing was an experiment worth trying again. 
 
    After a full day of learning, I attended an after dinner makeup session with Professor Loke, my Magical Foundations instructor. I would need to do a few of these during the academic year, as my repertoire was missing a few cantrips that were considered essential learning. We started with an easy one, Light. I mastered it quickly. It was just a faster and less powerful version of Noon Sunlight; longer in duration but covering a smaller area. It also had no effect on creatures that shunned natural sunlight. Still, I was glad to know it, as the drain was very minor. Apprentices were often asked to provide Light spells for the various classrooms and libraries that couldn’t have open flames. It was nice to know that I didn’t have to be publicly embarrassed by admitting that I didn’t know the spell. 
 
    It was rather late when I arrived back at 214. I saw my young friend, studying at his desk. “Hey Leeson. Don’t wait up for me tonight, I have another late appointment.” The boy looked relieved. Clearly he was going to have his usual evening visitor. 
 
    I tossed a few extra things into my backpack for later, and then sat down to study for an hour. When Jess arrived, I stood and gave her a warmer greeting than I had been recently: A squeeze of the were-wolf’s shoulder and a peck on her fuzzy brown cheek. She giggled, fluffy tail wagging through the slit in her robes. 
 
    “I’m off, you kids have a good night.” 
 
    I slung my backpack over one shoulder and left Leeson to his undoubtedly interesting evening. 
 
    I arrived in the bowels of the Apprentice Library just before 11 at night. What I saw was five mages with spellbooks open, seemingly hard at work. Parsnip was the first to greet me. “Granite, hi. Let me introduce you to the gang.” 
 
    The half elf pointed at the halfling that had been helping out the night before. “You know Titan. He’s specializing in physical manipulations.” 
 
    Next was the cute little wererat girl, “Moria is an acid quasi-elementalist, minoring in evocation.” Moria hid her face shyly behind a paw and the curl of her tail. 
 
    Parsnip pointed at a dirty blond haired human wearing spectacles. “This is Green. He’s new here so be nice. We’re helping him with his cantrips. So far he’s a generalist, like me.” 
 
    Finally, there was a human that had to be around my age, with dark skin and shoulder length hair, dyed azure. “And I mentioned Celestial. He’s a graduate student, with a specialty in obfuscation magic. He’s in the process of becoming a Professor’s Assistant.” 
 
    “Everyone, this is Granite. You probably know his story. By necessity, he has a focus on adventuring magic and intelligence enhancements.” 
 
    I made the rounds, shaking everyone’s hands. Even Moria stopped hiding long enough to be properly greeted. I took an empty seat at the table and did what everyone else seemed to have done already. I took out my spellbook, my notebook, quill, and ink. 
 
    Celestial spoke up, “Granite, what we do here is make up for lost time. A lot of us don’t have the most friendly study environments, nevermind sleeping environments. So we help each other out. We also trade spells that aren’t commonly taught formally at the Arcane University. Nothing on the restricted list though, no Necromancy or anything like that.” 
 
    Titan chimed in, “Right now I’m helping out Moria and Parsnip with Invisibility. In return they’re teaching me about Cloud of Stench. Celestial is helping Green with Detect Magic, while he himself learns a little thing called patience.” 
 
    The older male smirked at that. “Never happen, man. So does anything sound interesting to you Granite?” 
 
    I gestured to the area behind the closest stacks. “There were a couple of dark cubes back there last night. They seemed to last quite a while, not like any sort of darkness spell I’ve heard of. What were they?” 
 
    Celestial knew exactly what I was talking about. “Private Sanctum. I was in one of those. It’s a rather advanced spell Granite. But if tales are true, you learned the likes of Max’s Message on your trial, is that right?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    The deep-umber skinned human echoed the nod. “Then I imagine you have a very good chance of learning it. Private Sanctum creates a small cube that is a perfect barrier to both light and sound. No form of ESP, clairvoyance, or other remote surveillance can penetrate it. It doesn’t tamper with the environment like similar spells intended for groups of adventurers, but it is quite effective as a privacy shield. I’d be happy to teach you, if you’re interested.” 
 
    I smiled. “That’s most generous of you. What about yourself? I’m afraid I don’t participate in stealth magic very much, but is there anything else that interests you?” 
 
    Celestial raised his brows. He brushed blue locks of hair from his shoulders, “I’m not sure. I suppose you might bring a unique set of spells to the table, given your background. Can we hear more about them?” 
 
    I went through every spell that I knew. Read Magic, Detect Magic, Invisible Shield, Enhanced Intelligence, Force Bolt, Noon Sunlight, Fan of Frost, Flaming Sword, Augmented Intelligence, Levitation, Spider’s Web, Acid Bolt, Silence, Lightning Bolt, Max’s Message, Stone Shape, and Light. 
 
    Celestial’s eyes lit up when I mentioned Flaming Sword. I knew what he was going to choose before he said it. “Well we can’t really practice it here, but Flaming Sword is actually a rather rare spell within the Arcane University. Some of the students from the northeastern deserts know it, but they’re forbidden by their people to share it with other students. And melee mage specialties are nearly nonexistent. Would you be willing to teach me during the day?” 
 
    “I would be happy to, Celestial.” 
 
    Green asked, “I know I’m new here, but I honestly don’t know the answer to this: Why don’t all mages learn every spell that they come across?” 
 
    Titan snorted at that notion. “Ambitious. Better watch your backs with this one.” 
 
    Celestial was kind enough to explain, “If someone had an infinite amount of time and a huge library for spellbooks, they probably could learn every spell. Well, every spell that they had the knowledge and experience to understand. However, it takes time and effort, particularly for more complex spells and rituals. It also takes up space in a spellbook, which is why adventuring mages will often have a tighter repertoire... they don’t wish to carry around a travel spellbook that is too heavy. That having been said, some mages have a natural affinity with certain types of spells and an ineptitude with others. Fire specialists having issues with water and cold based spells, and so on.” 
 
    Titan added, “And nobody likes a know-it-all.” 
 
    There was chuckling all around. 
 
    Over the course of the next four weeks, I had not only made significant advances in the complex field of elemental summoning, but I had cast my first Identify spell successfully. I was glad that the University paid for the opal that was consumed, as that would have eaten deeply into my adventuring account. 
 
    One night after dinner, Parsnip took me aside. We stood in the landing by the southern stairwell as the half elf sized me up. 
 
    Parsnip said, “Listen. I’m a little worried about you. I get that you enjoy hanging out with us in the library, but I never see you with any of your other friends. I’m worried that they’ll think you’re neglecting them.” 
 
    I hesitated, mouth opened to say something, but not really knowing how I should explain myself. 
 
    Parsnip prompted, “It’s alright, we know how important it is to be social around here. You aren’t going to insult anyone by…” 
 
    She trailed off. I must have looked ashamed, or abashed. Maybe both. 
 
    The half elf slapped my shoulder. “None? You don’t have any other friends?” 
 
    I murmured, defensively, “I have Leeson.” 
 
    Parsnip rolled her eyes. She said, “Leeson is your roommate. And he’s practically your student or worshiper or something. I’m talking about other students, people you go to class with day in and day out.” 
 
    I threw my arms up in the air, exasperated. “They’re afraid of me, Parsnip! There, I said it. They know that I’m an adventurer, they know I’ve killed many, many people. And I’m an orc as well, it’s not like we have a lot in common. They seemed friendly enough after the Soft Fall thing, I think I made a good impression on the group. But as individuals… they don’t want to approach me. Like I’d eat them or something.” 
 
    Parsnip rubbed her chin. “I see.” 
 
    But her tone connotated something else. “Do you?” I asked. 
 
    The half elf nodded. “Oh, I do. You need some public relations help.” 
 
    I stared at her. “What?” 
 
    Parsnip started to straighten my robes and fuss with my hair. “I may not be the most popular girl in the Arcane University, but I’m approachable. I’m not a big scary orc. So every day after dinner, you and I are going to make an effort. I’m going to introduce you to people, and you’re going to be your charming self.” 
 
    I groaned and asked, “Can’t we just get dessert? I like dessert.” 
 
    But true to her word, Parsnip wouldn’t let me leave the cafeteria until I had made an effort to get to know someone. It became a daily ritual. We would, indeed, get dessert. But we would take it over to another table where one or more of my other classmates were sitting. And then, the real magic happened. 
 
    Parsnip was amazing at breaking the ice on my behalf. After a few days of these cafeteria visits, I had made some new friends. After a few more, I was actually seeing other students outside of class, without the half elf even being present. Soon I was a functional, friendly being, experiencing the tangential social benefits that the University had to offer. 
 
    I knew that I had Parsnip to thank for my much improved ‘public relations’ as she called it. But perhaps unbeknownst to her, something more was happening. I was rapidly coming to care for the half elf, in ways that went beyond casual friendship. I wasn’t quite sure what these feelings meant, in the context of the rest of my life. But I was certainly aware of my growing fondness towards Parsnip. 
 
    Councillor Calebith stopped by for a couple of days on business, but made the time to have several study sessions with me. He learned Augmented Intelligence with ease, and I was proud to have its notes translated into yet another language. Before he left, I was presented with a surprise gift. It was an owl, wings unfurled, hewn from a single piece of oak. The craftsmanship was breathtaking. I had no words to express my gratitude for such an amazing gift, but Calebith assured me that no words were required. 
 
    Finally, at the end of those four knowledge-packed weeks, I mastered the Private Sanctum spell with the help of my new study group. I was going over the full run-through of the spell with Celestial, when I accidentally plunged us both into darkness and silence. There was laughter from the group as we made our way out of the area of privacy, but a smattering of applause came soon afterwards. The unexpected drain meant that I would have to dedicate more resources to intelligence enhancement in the morning, but it was worthwhile. 
 
    The day after Parsnip and the rest of the gang celebrated my success, Rick and Will paid a visit. They still didn’t look quite like themselves, but physically they were much more healthy. We caught up in the evening. They told me that the Magic Shop had been restocked. Times being somewhat desperate, they took a new route to filling up the display cases that were supposed to house mystical rarities: The pair took on consignments. If a piece sold, they would take a significant cut of the profits. If not, they could return it to the owner after a time. That strategy would tide them over until the next expedition, planned to coincide with the Academy's Summer Break. We ate dinner together, then the pair headed back home. 
 
    Upon returning to room 214, I heard the telltale sounds of a happy young man humping an even happier were-wolf lass. I saw the heavy curtain waving around like a flag, and the foot of their bed swaying dangerously. 
 
    A certain breathless were-wolf moaned, “Oh Leeson, tug on my tail while you do that! Rrrrfff.” 
 
    But this time I was prepared. I had memorized my new spell after the noon rest period. Calmly, I set aside my backpack and stripped for the evening. Laying down in my own bed for the first time in a month, I recited the incantation for Private Sanctum. 
 
    “Use your toes to r-” 
 
    Suddenly, there was darkness. Every hint of moaning, howling, and rutting was gone. There was only silence. I embraced the drain associated with casting the potent spell, knowing that a good night’s sleep would lead to efficient study in the morning. This impenetrable zone of privacy would last up to half a day, or when all occupants of the two and a half pace cube had left the area. I laughed aloud, knowing that the sound would be heard by me, and me alone. Soon I was experiencing a perfectly restful, perfectly dreamless sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    I groaned, pressing my forehead into the open pages of the book in front of me. 
 
    Moria gave me a little nudge. “Stop it. You need to learn this.” The wererat girl’s voice was as stern as I’d ever heard it: Two shades above a whisper. 
 
    I said, “I know that you think, in that confused little rodent brain of yours, that this is required learning. But be honest with me, have you _ever_ needed to know any of this in the real world?” 
 
    Moria nodded. “Yes. One time, I was able to tell my father where he could source chipatre root from. He was able to negotiate with some traders from United Diben and secure a dispatch.” 
 
    I stared at the wererat. She simply looked proud of herself. 
 
    We were in the depths of the Apprentice Library, about an hour too early for the rest of the study group. I needed a little extra help with a subject that I considered a complete waste of time. Luckily, Moria loved trivia, and excelled in this particular subject. 
 
    The rodent lass pointed at the book once again, “Let’s go over the basics. Poth.” 
 
    I closed the book, entitled ‘Mageography: Magical Resources and Where to Find Them’. 
 
    I said, “Poth. Destroyed. Way to the northeast of the main continent of Panos. In the desert. Once known for all sorts of survival magic. Environmental, agricultural, travel.” 
 
    Moria looked pleased, her little whiskers twitching. “Good! You’ll be a real mage yet Sorch. The Shore?” 
 
    I frowned. Eventually I came up with, “The Shore… very southwest of Panos, on the island subcontinent?” 
 
    The wererat nodded. 
 
    With more confidence, I continued, “Human tribal magic. Elementalism, combat.” 
 
    My small mentor smiled. “Good! Tatertown.” 
 
    I blanked. 
 
    “Tatertown… potato based magic. All about cooking, baking, boiling, mashing, and frying potatoes.” 
 
    Moria snorted softly. “And here I was going to transform for you.” 
 
    My interest was piqued. “Really?” 
 
    The wererat half hid her face behind her tail. But then she nodded. “If you do good.” 
 
    I begged, “Give me this one, please.” 
 
    Moria recited, by rote, “Tatertown, central north of the main continent. Specialized in alchemy, herbalism. A mix of human and subrace magic, highly traditional. Now, Ice House.” 
 
    That one was easy. “Central Panos! A mix of all racial traditions. Elemental, travel, and communications specialties.” 
 
    She murmured, “Almost cheating. Castle Gray?” 
 
    I murmured, somberly, “Western shore of the main continent, south central. Destroyed. Formerly human magic. Now generic necromancy.” 
 
    “Orc Collective.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No magic since the orcish curse.” 
 
    Moria said, “Civilia.” 
 
    I felt like I was in the zone now. “Civilia is the elven city to the northwest of the main continent. Mastery of all magic is available there, but uniquely crystalline and polymorphic enchantments are their speciality.” 
 
    “Glasson.” 
 
    I scratched my head a little bit. “In the northeastern deserts. I want to say… chaos magic? And summoning. It’s mainly a human flavor, but am I right in saying there’s a large contingent of half elves there?” 
 
    The wererat agreed, “You are right in saying that. The level of hybridization of elven and human magic is only matched in Ice House. Hmmm. Royal Moffit.” 
 
    This was another easy one for me. “Human settlement, southeast of the main continent. War magic and naval magic.” 
 
    Moria clapped her little forepaws. “Nearly done now! I know you know everything about the Southern Clans and Arbitros, so how about Eastern Hook?” 
 
    I wracked my brain. “Just a little help?” 
 
    She started me off, “East coast of the island continent.” 
 
    I snapped my fingers. I said, “Human magic, primarily defensive, artistic, illusionary.” 
 
    Moria squeaked, “Good! Now you just need to do the common alchemy and material components available in those places, and you’ll be fine.” 
 
    I sat there, just looking at Moria. 
 
    The wererat stared back at me. She squirmed under my gaze. “What?” 
 
    I reminded her, “You said you would transform if I did well.” 
 
    Moria folded her little arms over her robed chest. “You needed a hint. And Tatertown. Oh my, poor Tatertown.” 
 
    I did my best pouty orc face, which made the wererat giggle almost musically. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    I raised my brows, “Oh yeah?” 
 
    The girl nodded with conviction. She hopped up out of her chair and sat on the floor of the Apprentice Library. “Are you ready?” 
 
    I nodded eagerly. 
 
    The shapeshifting was far more rapid than I expected. The wererat suddenly melted in place. It took only a couple of seconds, seconds filled with the sound of crackling bone and rushing blood. For a moment I thought that something had gone horribly wrong. I was expecting to see a young human girl sitting before me. 
 
    Instead, Moria had decided to show me her feral form. A giant rat, easily a pace and a half long, sat on the floor of the library. She stared up at me, surrounded by a pool of her own clothes and pouches. 
 
    I had to laugh. “That was silly.” I told her. 
 
    There was some indignant chittering. 
 
    I explained, “When you transform back, you’re going to be naked, Moria.” 
 
    The giant rat froze. She hadn’t thought of that. 
 
    I said, “You get a dozen points for surprising me, but minus several dozen for not planning ahead.” 
 
    Moria chittered and huffed. She turned around three times, then laid in a nest of her own clothes. Soon there was a gentle snoring sound. 
 
    I peered down at the giant rat. “Moria?” 
 
    She wasn’t faking. The rodent had decided to take a nap rather than listen to my gloating. 
 
    I sighed a little bit, then went over to the closet and grabbed one of the big blankets. I gently covered my little friend. When she was woken by the arrival of the rest of the study group, she would be able to transform in complete modesty and get dressed once again. 
 
    I opened my least favorite book, ‘Mageography: Magical Resources and Where to Find Them’, and started to study the chapter on alchemic components. By the time the rest of the study group arrived, I had covered exactly three pages of the dense text. It looked like Titan and Parsnip weren’t going to show up for the early session. 
 
    This was the perfect excuse to put my book down in favor of offering a helping hand. Green immediately took me up on the offer. The dirty blond haired human was having issues with reliably casting and getting the right results from his Read Magic spell. 
 
    As Green was digging around in his pouches for a jeweler’s loop, I heard a rustling behind us. Moments later, Moria emerged from her blanket cocoon in hybrid wererat form, fully clothed. She smiled at me and mouthed a ‘thank you’. I replied with an easy wink and mouthed back ‘you’re welcome’. 
 
    As Celestial and Moria cracked open a book together, I took Green’s glass loop and examined it. “Here’s your problem son. Or one of them. This thing is filthy. It doesn’t look scratched but it smells like onions.” 
 
    Green said, “Oh, that’s where I keep it Sor- um, Granite. In the pouch with my herbs, so it doesn’t get scratched!” 
 
    I took out a small swatch of high thread-count cloth. “Not any more. You keep it folded in this from now on. And you keep it clean.” I peered at the young man and then snatched his glasses from the bridge of his nose. “And you keep these clean too. No wonder you can’t Read Magic, I’m surprised you can read anything.” I wiped down the lad’s glasses, and then his jeweler’s loop. 
 
    The human daintily placed the glasses back on his face. “Well that can’t be the problem sir, I mean… wow!” He peered around, wide eyed. It was like the young human was seeing the world for the first time. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and gifted the swatch of cloth to him. “I have plenty, but replace this once a year from the student store. Any time you work with optics, you make sure they’re clean. Now, does anyone have a magical inscription that we can practice on?” 
 
    Celestial called over, “Granite.” He slid a small leather pouch across the table. 
 
    I opened the pouch. Inside was a steel compass. The craftsmanship was excellent, but otherwise it looked normal. On the flat back side, mystical runes had been engraved. 
 
    I said, “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    The Professor’s Assistant in training smiled. He said, “Thank you.” 
 
    I laid the magical item on the table before my student for the night. “OK, let’s see your technique.” 
 
    It took a little over an hour, but I managed to isolate the issues with Green’s mis-casting of Read Magic. Firstly he was holding the loop too tightly, causing his hand to shake during the somatic gesturing. Secondly, he was looking at the jeweler’s loop rather than through it. Once he relaxed a little bit and learned to focus through the material component rather than on it, we had a successful casting. 
 
    The dirty blond human’s face had lit up like a freshly struck torch. I chuckled and asked, “What does the inscription say?” 
 
    Green said, “Hold in hand and invoke with the words ‘Direct Me.’ Keep in mind the city or landmark you wish to reach. A phantom compass hand will point in that direction until you arrive.” 
 
    I was suitably impressed. I carefully repackaged the arcane compass and slid it back to Celestial. “That’s a neat toy.” I said. 
 
    The dark skinned human tucked the magic item back into his pocket. “Saved my life once.” 
 
    Green and I went over the fine details of what made the casting a success. My final advice was to practice every day, and to make being relaxed second nature. He thanked me heartily, and then opened up his spellbook to make additional notes. 
 
    As we were winding down, Parsnip and Titan arrived. They said nothing, not even a greeting. The halfling looked disappointed for some reason. The half elf, clearly upset. 
 
    By the time I had freed myself up from working with Green, other refugees had started to arrive for the nightly bed down. One of the kitchen staff brought a huge tin of cornbread, as was tradition. A couple of students arrived with full waterskins that were used to refill the glass pitchers stored in the supply closet. The study group packed up their things and started to help arrange bedding for the night. 
 
    I hadn’t planned on staying overnight. Private Sanctum was in my head and ready to deploy when I got back to my room, if necessary. But upon seeing the state that Parsnip was in, I made sure that the two of us were the last ones to bed down. After handing out pillows to the last couple of library-boarders, I created a nice, fluffy double nest of bedding against the far wall. 
 
    I stripped down to my bedclothes, and watched as my half elf friend mechanically did the same. When she was laying down, I surprised her by casting Private Sanctum, enveloping the two of us in darkness, and creating a sound barrier between us and the rest of the room. 
 
    It was like a dam had broken inside of her. The half elf clung to me in the darkness, her body wracked with powerful sobs. I wrapped my arms around Parsnip’s back as her tears soaked the shoulder of my undershirt. The sounds that my friend made, a chorus of almost animal wailing, broke my heart. It was a few minutes before Parsnip could catch her breath at all. 
 
    We didn’t say a word to each other that night. I was simply there for my friend, as she spent a half hour venting her grief and frustration within the zone of safety and privacy. My shirt was soaked, and my arms were bruised from being gripped so tightly. Eventually, Parsnip cried herself to sleep in my embrace. 
 
    I reached down and pulled the blanket up fully, covering the half elf from toes to shoulders. I already knew that in the morning I would ask her if she wanted to talk about it, and she would say ‘no’. But tonight she would be warm, and safe, and comfortable if I had anything to say about it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    I was making some notes after a full day of study. Most of the students were out and about, as this was some kind of elven holiday. The Arcane University was hosting various plays and shows and what have you. I just wasn’t in the mood for any of that. Instead I dutifully copied down runes that I would need in order to form elemental summoning circles. 
 
    It’s not that I didn’t enjoy a good theatrical production or musical group. On the contrary; I had come to like human and elven art more and more as time passed. I suppose that I was just a little bit down. Nothing to go on about, just a normal ebb in enthusiasm that life sometimes hands out. I didn’t see wanting to be alone as either a strength or a weakness, despite my friends over-analyzing my various moods. It was what it was. 
 
    There was a knock on the door, the third within the last hour. I called over, “Parsnip or Leeson or whoever, the door’s open but I’m not going out.” 
 
    Instead a golden robed young apprentice from the Transport Guild opened the door a little bit and peered through. “Mister Stonebender, sir? You were to be informed of an arrival, teleporting in within the next fifteen minutes. One ‘Ames’ of Ice House.” 
 
    I was out the door before my quill fluttered to a rest upon my desktop. 
 
    I barely stopped at the checkpoint, squeezing through as soon as the gate had opened a fraction. The passage leading from the South Wing to the reception hall was bustling. There were plenty of people to dodge during my spirited run. Emerging into the reception area was like walking into a holiday wonderland. Merchants, performers, students, and vendors were all milling about and having a good time. Much of the foot traffic was filtering into the East Wing, which had been temporarily opened up to the general population in order to host the thousands that had come to celebrate. I weaved around a group of students in sylvan masks, laughing as they festooned each other with garlands. I skidded to a brief halt as a band of were-wolf jugglers danced acrobatically by, much to the delight of the onlookers. 
 
    I was out of breath by the time I made it to the center of reception. There was a four member singing troupe near the teleportation point: Two young minotaurs on cello and lute, and two elves doing vocal harmonies. I listened to them while I waited, anticipatory energy seeming to crackle through my every nerve. 
 
      
 
    It was just another friday 
 
    In another farming town 
 
    Then I saw you coming my way 
 
    In a cloud of thistledown 
 
    Kissed you once out on the breezeway 
 
    In your mother’s wedding gown 
 
    I know your parents might naysay 
 
    But I’m back to steal your crown 
 
      
 
    In fields of green, and in fields golden 
 
    We make our bond, we grow strong 
 
    To your true love, I am beholden 
 
    We make our bond, we grow strong 
 
      
 
    I know I can’t be the rich kid 
 
    I can’t give you bags of gold 
 
    Your dad says that I’m the low bid 
 
    Maybe I’m just undersold 
 
    Your sister says that I’m lurid 
 
    I’ll corrupt you twentyfold 
 
    I just know that I am bless’ed 
 
    Because I have you to hold 
 
      
 
    In fields of green, and in fields golden 
 
    (I’ll see you again, my love) 
 
    We make our bond, we grow strong 
 
    (In just a short time, my love) 
 
    To your true love, I am beholden 
 
    (I’ll see you again, my love) 
 
    We make our bond, we grow strong 
 
    (In just a short time, my love) 
 
      
 
    Just as the two singers had finished weaving the harmony of the refrain, Ames appeared on the teleportation platform. The feline barely made it to the steps. I swept the were-cat off of their feet, and ignoring the boisterous cheers and catcalls from the crowd, I kissed my lover passionately. Even through the loud and amused reactions from onlookers, the troupe had the presence of mind to play on. 
 
      
 
    In fields of green, and in fields golden 
 
    (I’ll see you again, my love) 
 
    We make our bond, we grow strong 
 
    (In just a short time, my love) 
 
    To your true love, I am beholden 
 
    (I’ll see you again, my love) 
 
    We make our bond, we grow strong 
 
    (In just a short time, my love) 
 
      
 
    I tossed the were-cat over my shoulder, despite Ames’ amused half-protests, and headed back towards the South Wing. Along the way I got several pats on the back and shouts supporting my bold, romantic gesture. 
 
    After the crowd thinned out and we were back in the gaslit hallway, I said, “Ames dear?” 
 
    The feline responded, “Yes?” 
 
    “I’m going to put you down now. I think I may have thrown out my back.” 
 
    The amount that Ames laughed at me was probably appropriate. The feline slipped a shoulder under my armpit and supported me as we headed back to my quarters. 
 
    Room 214 never looked so inviting. I allowed my companion to drop their things beside my desk before dragging the feline into bed with me. 
 
    “What about your back?” 
 
    “It’ll mend.” 
 
    We cuddled and caught up. Ames reviewed the status of The Spastic Vole. Surprisingly, things were better than ever. Hierophant Petrinoth and the Order of Del-Nekbenth had taken a keen interest in the kind of cuisine that the restaurant was serving. The druidic order bought 20 percent of the Vole, and were using it as an example of what could be done with local, sustainable produce. They provided some money, some management help, and even a discount on the fruits and vegetables from their greenhouses. As Will, Rick, and Toby held a 30 percent share of The Spastic Vole, my kitten was now only half owner. But that was alright. Ames was happy with 50 percent of a business that wasn’t running so close to the edge all the time. 
 
    Ames admitted, “I think a certain percentage of the clergy wanted discounts for our… other services.” 
 
    I laughed. “Lushes and satyrs .” 
 
    My kitty nodded. “Many of them, yes. And what’s been happening with you?” 
 
    I went over what I had been learning, as well as my recent adventures with sleep deprivation. Ames had a good laugh at my description of Leeson and Jess’ antics. I went over the activities of our late night study group, ending the tale with my successful learning of the Private Sanctum spell. 
 
    Ames had a toothy little grin on their muzzle. “So you’re sweet on this Parsnip girl?” 
 
    I blinked at the were-cat. “N-no. I mean, she’s a good friend. What did I say to make you think that?” 
 
    The feline rumbled, amused. “Other than you mentioning her half a dozen times? It’s the way you say her name.” Ames took a deep breath and then let it out in a clearly hammed-up and lovelorn sigh, “Parsnip.” 
 
    I swatted the cat’s flank. 
 
    Undeterred, the were-cat asked, “Did you bed her?” 
 
    For some reason, my mind shut off at this blunt question. I was reduced to sputtering out my denial a half word at a time. 
 
    Ames seemed to find this incredibly funny. After the feline stopped laughing, my cheek received a thorough nosing. “Relax. You know, I still see clients when I’m at the Vole. It would be ridiculously unfair for me to be jealous just because you had a little fun with a friend. I’m certain that at the end of the day you’re coming back to me. As long as the person in question knows about our relationship and our dedication to one another, I don’t see an issue.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You never cease to amaze me, you know that?” 
 
    The feline rumbled, “Good. Now show me that privacy spell of yours. If those two kids walk in on us, they might be scarred for life.” 
 
    I cast my spell and hid the two of us away from the rest of the world. I can’t put into words how much I missed those sharp claws plucking at my flanks, those dangerous teeth nipping at my ear. I missed the love of my precious creature mixed with the feral passion of a wildcat. Making love to Ames meant scraped flesh and muscles burning from the effort. And then it meant warm cuddling and gentle nuzzles until the echoes of our bliss brought oblivion. At least until morning. 
 
    “Sorch? Hey, Sorch?” 
 
    It wasn’t the wake up that I had been expecting. Still, the pair of us must have slept for at least eight hours judging by how good I felt. 
 
    I mumbled, “Ames, say good morning to Leeson.” 
 
    The feline growled, “Morning Leeson. Go away b’fore I eat you.” 
 
    The lad, who’s head was stuck right into the area defined by the Private Sanctum, stammered, “S-sorry you two. There’s a message here? From Master Max?” 
 
    “Okay.” I said with a yawn. Then I reached out with a green skinned foot and gently pushed Leeson’s face out of the cube of privacy. 
 
    In the darkness, I felt rather than saw my lover crane their neck up so that they could nose at my chin. “I’ve got to get back now anyway. I’ll check up on you in a few days, OK?” 
 
    A grunt was my reply. After sharing a lingering kiss with Ames, I tossed off the covers fully. 
 
    “Oh, be a dear and throw my things in here.” 
 
    I chucked Ames’ clothes and gear into the cube of darkness, then I put on my undergarments and a black robe. While smoothing down my wild hair, I read the note that had been left on my desk: 
 
    ‘Get your green ass over here. Headmaster’s office. - Max’ 
 
    I proceeded through all of the checkpoints until I was strolling up the halls of the North Wing. I walked into the Headmaster’s outer office, where the Headmaster’s Assistant resided. If anything, the elderly elven woman looked even older this time around. She didn’t even glance up from her paperwork before droning the word: 
 
    “Name.” 
 
    I sighed. “Sorch Stonebender.” 
 
    There was a pause that went on far too long. Just as I was about to say my name again, the elf said, “The Headmaster will see you shortly.” There was no enthusiasm or joy in that voice whatsoever. 
 
    I paced around the outer office for a good five minutes. I spotted a bowl of shelled walnuts on the edge of the assistant’s desk, and reached out to take one. 
 
    “Don’t touch that.” 
 
    I slowly withdrew my hand with a little frown. 
 
    Just then, Max opened the door and said, “Sorch, get in here.” 
 
    Dry as a skeleton in the desert, the Headmaster’s Assistant said, “He’ll see you now.” 
 
    The office was the same as ever, except the snake habitat was empty. Whenever and wherever Hemitath had gone, she’d taken Dutch with her. 
 
    After closing the door behind me, Max said, “I’d fire her, but she’s so damned good at her job, it’s almost supernatural.” 
 
    I said, “Master Max, how can I help you?” 
 
    The old wizard glared at me for using his formal title, which he knew I wouldn’t be doing if not for his current office. “Sit. We have big problems.” He walked back across the small room until he was on the opposite side of the wooden desk from me. 
 
    I took a seat. I also took one of the sugar cookies from the jar on the desk. 
 
    Max never even sat, he just paced behind the Headmaster’s chair as he spoke. “We’ve reached that point. What we discussed earlier in the year. The Council of Minotaur Affairs doesn’t see me as the head of the school. The elves are being cryptic and less than helpful. Some of the adventurers out there were apparently under instructions to report directly to Hemitath. They aren’t talking to anyone now. We need her back, and we need to know what’s going on.” 
 
    I nodded, chewing the sweet snack thoughtfully. “OK, can we Message her?” 
 
    He shook his head, still pacing. “Whenever she travels now, she’s under a spell of Non Detection. You know a little something about that, my Message to you this morning didn’t reach. I had to send an apprentice with a note. Now imagine that spell but portable, affixed to an amulet, and only applying to magical scrying and contact.” 
 
    I shrugged, “If an archmage doesn’t want to be found, I’m not sure what I can do to find her.” I popped the rest of the cookie into my greedy maw. 
 
    The wispy haired codger snorted, “Well luckily, I’m smarter than you boy. I’ve put two and two together, and made some subtle inquiries. There’s only one solid lead, but it fits all of the evidence.” 
 
    After a final swallow, I cleared my throat and asked, “OK Max, what do you want me to do?” 
 
    The old mage slapped a scrap of parchment and a rolled up spell scroll onto the desk in front of my face. 
 
    Max said, “I want you to use this scroll. I want you to contact your friend Shaman, and ask him specifically what I’ve written down on this paper.” 
 
    This was the second time in my life that a high powered mage asked me to contact Shaman. It surprised me more this time than it had the last. 
 
    “Max, what in the blazes are yo-” 
 
    He cut me off. “Just. Do it.” 
 
    I threw my arms up in the air helplessly. Rising to my feet, I unrolled the scroll. It was Max’s Message. Keeping my dear friend Shaman firmly in mind, I recited the scroll and watched the inscribed words burn away when the spell took effect. Then I read the note in my mind: 
 
    ‘Shaman, if Hemitath is there, urgently need to meet face to face with you two, secretly. Tell us when and where.’ 
 
    There was a pause, longer than I was used to when getting a reply to a Message. When the reply came, I said it aloud for Max’s benefit. 
 
    “She and Dutch with me and Lizzy. Meet in old copper mine tonight, two hour before midnight.” 
 
    Max slammed his fist against the desk, vindicated. “Knew it. You know where this old copper mine is, boy?” 
 
    My head was swimming with confusion. “Huh? Yes. The tribe had a claim that ran dry a couple of years ago, they moved on to a new site for the Voodoo Engine’s mining activities. The old one was just a big empty cave. We didn’t know if it was structurally stable, so we never did anything more with it.” 
 
    “But you can picture it clearly in your mind? Preferably the area right outside?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He walked over to the office’s side table. It was covered in black silk, and in the center was a golden stand that held a crystal ball. “Keep it in your mind lad. When it’s clear, touch the crystal ball.” 
 
    I walked over and laid my rough green fingers on the crystalline surface. An image of the entryway to the abandoned copper mine appeared within the depths of the ball. 
 
    Max closed his eyes, then touched the top of the crystal with his fingertips. After a few moments, he said, “I have it. You can let go.” 
 
    I did so, and the image flickered and died. 
 
    The elder mage opened his eyes and said, “OK, now go out there and act normal. After dinner, rest and then memorize whatever you feel is appropriate. Be prepared for anything. We teleport from my classroom a few minutes before 10.” 
 
    I tried to do just that. I did passably well in class, but Leeson commented that I looked stressed out at lunch, and Parsnip said something similar at dinner. I laughed off their concerns, claiming it was just tension from my Foundations of Summoning Elementals class. I excused myself after dinner, saying that I needed some rest. 
 
    Before going back to my room to sleep, I stopped at the University bank. After verifying that I was who I claimed by using my ankle bracelet, they withdrew the 33 gold that I had set aside for Shaman so long ago. I put it in a small bag, and tucked that bag in my pouch. 
 
    I prepared an array of spells that I knew would be effective against some of the dangers native to my homeland. I also forewent two minor spells in favor of Enhance Intelligence, not knowing how long our stay might last. When I had finished, I went to the West Wing. 
 
    Max was waiting for me in his classroom. Gone were his formal robes, and gone too his comfortable farmer’s pants. Instead the old man donned a gray adventurer’s robe, cut short at the waist. He wore comfortable green slacks that would give him more flexibility, belted with a leather strap that also held his component pouches. On his back, a battered old backpack that had seen decades of use. His left hand held a cedar staff, which had to be twice as old as the backpack. 
 
    He nodded. I nodded back. Without needing to be told, I stepped over to stand by his side. The old wizard put a gnarled hand on my shoulder, and then began a short chant. 
 
    We were elsewhere. We were home. 
 
    The first person that we saw was an orc lad. The boy was standing at the mouth of the old copper mine, flipping a flat stone in the air. I say ‘boy’, but he was likely around 10 or 11 years old, the age when orcs started to achieve their sexual maturity. His adulthood ceremony would take place by the time he was 12. When he reached 14 or 15, he would be fully grown and considered a proper man. The smaller orc’s black hair was almost invisible against the dark basalt rock-face. “You are Sorch?” he asked, in Orcish. 
 
    I replied, “I am. You from the Jeywafa tribe?” 
 
    The boy squinted his green, hazel-flecked eyes. “Naw. Nightbanes. Move over to train. C’mon.” He caught his flipping-stone, then turned to walk into the old mine. 
 
    Max and I glanced at each other, and then stepped into the mouth of the cave. It was dark. Annoyingly so for me, hopelessly so for a human like Max. After a moment, I heard the lad murmur in the darkness. Soon his flat rock was glowing with the unmistakable eldritch blue hue of a Light spell. He led us down the eerily smooth passage, dug many years ago by silent, invisible hands. 
 
    “Uncle, Auntie! Sorch and his friend are here.” 
 
    We didn’t just see the dot of one Light spell, but half a dozen of them throughout the artificial cave. In the distance, a cluster of three orcs sat in a tight circle. They were reading from a book, and talking, and snacking on something. Another figure stepped into the radius of our young orc’s light. I broke into a toothy smile. 
 
    Shaman, looking as wise as ever, returned my smile. “Hello dere. Good see you alive. Hear you try real hard not to be, but made it anyways.” 
 
    Influenced so heavily by my new friends, I felt a powerful urge to go hug Shaman. But I restrained myself and offered a hand instead. “Yeah, I’m alive. Good to see you my friend.” 
 
    His green-gray hand clutched my deeper green one tightly. Just then, a small lizard winged her way over. Ignoring me completely, Lizzy made two full circles around Max before alighting on his weathered staff. They glared at each other for a while. 
 
    Another figure stepped into the light. “Thank you Benno, you may join the others.” The golden eyed elf murmured a few words, and a Light appeared at the tip of Max’s staff. Startled, Lizzy flew away, gliding over to join the orcs sitting in the distance. 
 
    Max inclined his head to Hemitath. “Where’s Dutch?” 
 
    The archmage smiled, gesturing vaguely behind us. “Doing the things that emerald boas do. Finding a snack. Guarding the entrance. You know.” 
 
    Max glanced around. “So do we discuss this here, or what?” 
 
    The old elf looked over her shoulder, to the orcs in the distance. “Come. Let me show you why we’re here.” 
 
    Shaman let go of my hand, and took Hemitath’s. The gesture wasn’t lost on Max and I. We shared a surprised glance. The two of us followed in silence until we were close enough to see what the four orcs were doing. 
 
    The orcs had two books laid out before them, and I knew them both. I knew the first book because I studied that particular spellbook week in and week out. And I knew the second because those were the simple notes that I wrote, at least the copy that Shaman kept. 
 
    Max snorted, “This is why we’re here? An orc magic play-date?” 
 
    Hemitath frowned. “Shut up for a moment, Max.” She reached down to draw down the shirt that one of the orcs was wearing. That revealed an amulet, almost identical to my own. “We have two Amulets of Enhanced Enchanting now. They have to share them, pass them around. It’s not quite as effective, but after a day’s work at the Voodoo Engine, each of them can cast a couple of cantrips and a real spell without any permanent drain.” 
 
    This spawned a drawn out technical discussion between Max and Hemitath about how much benefit this could actually be, was this the best way to go about things, and the like. 
 
    In Orcish, I murmured to Shaman, “Are you two an item now?” 
 
    He replied, “Oh yes. Whenever possible. Hemitath my mate now.” 
 
    I looked upon my oldest friend in wonder. “That was quick. When did this happen?” 
 
    He shrugged and said, “Had to hide her for while after she mess with Voodoo Engine. She need much rest after dat. Best place to hide was in bed. Lotsa time to… get know each other.” 
 
    I nudged his ribs lightly. “But it’s more than just that, right?” 
 
    Shaman nodded, slowly. “Talk a lot. Want same thing, peace between elf and orc. Food for those need food. School for those want school. She good person, kind person. Who know why she like me though.” 
 
    I glanced up to see both Max and Hemitath staring at us. Max said, irritably, “Everyone here speaks Orcish, you know.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I did not know that, actually.” 
 
    Hemitath shook her head a little. “The point being. We need two more Amulets of Enhanced Enchanting. And then as many more as we can get our hands on. I’d like to encourage our senior crafting apprentices to consider them as graduation projects.” 
 
    Max cut in, saying, “And you could do that if you were ever at the Academy! You never formally handed over the position, Hemitath. Everything is falling apart because I don’t actually have the authority to speak for you, or act for you. Not to mention that I hate your job!” 
 
    One of the studying orcs glanced up and said, “They’re loud.” 
 
    Young Benno commented, “Gotta learn to study through distractions.” 
 
    The four orcs went back to reading, doing their best to ignore the rest of us. 
 
    Hemitath conceded the point. “Max, you’re right and I apologise. I’ll go back and make the proper arrangements so that the right people understand that you have proxy authority. But Max, someone has to stay an-” 
 
    The old human’s eyes widened. “No!” 
 
    “Max, someone has to stay and teach them while I’m gone and you have _no_ students right now.” 
 
    I could see Max’s eyes working frantically, searching for an excuse. “I’m still working on the gold version of Sorch’s spell. I’m right on the cusp of it, I know it.” 
 
    Hemitath shook her head, “A few weeks ago you said you were several months off. It can wait. Besides, if you want to research intelligence enhancement, can you think of a better place?” 
 
    The old mage grit his teeth. It was checkmate. “Fine. Two weeks. I’ll babysit for two weeks, and then we switch back and everything had better be in order, or I’m letting that damned University rot.” 
 
    Shaman said, “That the spirit!” He smiled at Hemitath. “Don’t worry. I keep him safe. Any ex-mate of yours is friend of mine.” 
 
    Now it was Shaman, and Shaman alone, being stared at. 
 
    Max rubbed his temples with a thumb and a forefinger. Hemitath hid her eyes with one hand and said, “Dear. Sorch didn’t know that.” 
 
    In my defense, I murmured, “I knew you had dated, just not… you know.” 
 
    Max snapped, “We dated for a few months, we were married for years. _Secretly_.” This last word was spoken, quite pointedly, at Shaman. 
 
    Shaman’s eyes went wide. “Oh. My bad. He no say nothin’, he’s good kid.” Shaman thumped my shoulder. 
 
    I rapidly tried to change the subject, “And to prove that…” I dug into my pouch. After a moment, I handed Shaman a little pouch. “33 gold. I don’t know how long I’ve owed you that.” 
 
    That earned me another shoulder thump. “See? Good kid. No worries.” 
 
    Another hour was spent working through the logistics. Whenever the question of learning curve came into play, I was the center of attention. I tried to answer as best I could. I noted what resources and study habits worked for me, what the traps and dead ends were in my advancement. At the end of our discussion, Max had a better grasp of the task, and both Hemitath and Shaman had some additional ideas for future training. After one simple conversation, I felt more useful than I had in weeks. 
 
    When we were done talking about the process, Hemitath glanced down and to her left. “Before I go, let’s step over here for a moment.” 
 
    We walked out of earshot of the orc students. Hemitath murmured, in secretive tones, “Max, I know how you like to assume you’re the smartest one in the room, but you need to be careful around Benno.” 
 
    The old mage scoffed. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    The elf shared a knowing glance with Shaman. My old friend called over to the study group, “Benno, come’re.” 
 
    The small orc hopped up and jogged over to us. 
 
    “Tell Sorch and Max how old you is. Just them. Not us.” 
 
    Benno held out his small hands, one to each of us. Slowly, Max and I gripped the young man’s palms. 
 
    ‘I am eleven years old.’ 
 
    I knew there was something wrong when I ‘heard’ the first word. Only after he was done did I realize that the words were spoken into my mind, not into my ears. I glanced at Max. From his slack jaw, I knew he had experienced the same thing. 
 
    Shaman patted Benno’s back. “Thanks. Go study.” Lizzy landed on the boy’s head, and caught a free ride back to the orc study group. 
 
    Max hissed, “Psychic? That little… kid is psychic?” 
 
    Shaman said, “Yes, dat the word for it.” 
 
    Max said, “The whole cartload? Astral projection, aura reading, everything?” 
 
    Hemitath nodded. “As far as we’ve been able to test, he can do it all. Benno is raw and untrained of course, but naturally talented. We see one every ten or fifteen years perhaps. But never an orc. Maybe we weren’t looking in the right place. So please Max, be careful.” 
 
    The elderly human nodded sharply, suddenly much more somber about his assigned task. 
 
    I added, “Master Max, eleven years old in orc years is around fifteen in human years. Expect him to have a similar attitude and libido.” 
 
    Max said, “Great. I’ll keep him away from the booze and women.” Then the old mage stalked back towards the studying circle of orcs, muttering to himself. 
 
    Shaman and I shared a firm handshake. Then Hemitath and Shaman shared a quick kiss. She got the better end of that deal. 
 
    Goodbyes made, the elf walked towards the dim moonlight of the mine entrance. I relied on her more keen elven sight until we were standing fully in the night air. Waiting just outside was a beautiful emerald tree boa. There was a small lump in her belly from whatever ‘snack’ was unfortunate enough to get caught by her tonight. 
 
    “Sorch, be a dear and pick up Dutch for me?” 
 
    I did so knowing full well that, like Lizzy, Dutch was quite intelligent and well adjusted. She draped lightly around my shoulders as Hemitath took my hand. 
 
    Moments later we were back in the Headmaster’s office. I gently placed Dutch back in her habitat, and the snake flicked her tongue against my cheek in thanks. 
 
    The elven archmagus sighed a little bit, looking over the paperwork upon her desk. “Ah well. Sorch, I assume you know that this training program must remain a secret. Strictest confidence.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes Headmaster.” 
 
    She paused, and then added in a softer tone of voice, “Sorch. Though you’re under no obligation to do so, I would appreciate if my history with Max be-” 
 
    I didn’t make her finish the request. “Strictest confidence. Yes Headmaster.” 
 
    The brightness of her smile would have lit up a pitch black room. “Shaman’s right. You are a good kid.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Goodnight, Headmaster.” 
 
    I headed down to the East Wing, Hemitath having already informed the checkpoint guards of her return, and that they should be expecting me from this direction despite what their records might say. I entered the student library, and spiraled my way down to the bottom. 
 
    The study group and all of our guests for the night had already bedded down. Only Parsnip was left, looking exhausted. I went to the closet and grabbed two of everything. Then, since there was nobody else we needed to make room for, I went behind the stacks and laid out two adjacent quilts directly on the carpeted floor. I shucked my boots and travel gear, then beckoned the half elf over. When she laid down, I slipped a pillow under her head and draped both warm blankets over our bodies. 
 
    The half elf murmured, “Patricia.” 
 
    “Hmmm?” I queried. 
 
    Parsnip whispered, “My name is Patricia.” 
 
    I would have asked what prompted this sudden confession, but Parsnip was already out of it by the time I finished fluffing my pillow. I wrapped my arms around her, and let the rhythm of my friend’s breathing send me off to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Every once in a while the Arcane University liked to ‘shake things up’. At the start of a week, the students themselves would choose four subjects from a rather long list of talks that they could attend. By the end of the week, all of the logistics had been sorted. Everyone would get their rota on Friday morning for two lectures before lunch and two afternoon lectures. Gods help you if you didn’t fill out your choices on Monday; you would be assigned the four least popular talks on the list. That particular gambit had become a common dare that students would issue to their friends. 
 
    Leeson had taken the dare this week. 
 
    The human lad and I were getting dressed for the Friday lecture circuit. Leeson was looking somewhat horrified by his rota. He said, “Apparently I’m going to a talk called ‘Calisthenics, a Mage’s Best Friend’. It says I should wear exercise clothing. Help me, Sorch.” 
 
    I snorted and said, “No, no. This is your own foolishness. I picked my lectures like a sane person.” 
 
    Truth be told, I wasn’t all that excited by my first offering either. Nevertheless, I left Leeson to his fate and headed over to my assigned auditorium. 
 
    The title of this lecture was ‘The New Gods - A Magical Fiat?’ I mainly attended for two reasons: Firstly, I wanted to learn what the word ‘fiat’ meant. Secondly, I had chosen the three talks that I was actually interested in, and the names of all of the other available lectures bored me to tears. 
 
    The man giving this talk was nice enough. His name was Lew Rush, and he insisted that everyone call him ‘Lew’ rather than Mister Rush. Lew was a hedge mage from Ice House, and a noted theologian. He was a slightly pudgy, normal looking middle aged human, save for his shockingly red hair. The way he spoke was very compelling. He had a charming and invigorating attitude. And yet, the subject matter didn’t really capture me. 
 
    Lew was saying, “The fact that many of the new gods had at least a tangential relationship with magic was interesting. The fact that one of the new gods almost completely mirrored the responsibilities given to Omi-Suteth was incredible. It was a direct challenge to a deity's position. And yet, for the most part, there was no open conflict on Panos in regards to this. It was a fairly peaceful power sharing arrangement between the more strict old god, and the kinder and gentler new god, Vinara.” 
 
    I was tempted to say that I had spoken with Omi-Suteth, but I needed instructions on how to get some one-on-one time with Vinara. However, Lew seemed like a nice guy and I didn’t want to mess around with him. Instead I started to draw a little doodle on a scrap of parchment, under the pretext of taking notes. 
 
    As Lew continued to make his points and observations, my mind wandered. Many of my friends had a strong connection with a god or goddess. In fact, only Ames and I were lacking divine inspiration. I wondered if that’s why the two of us ended up bonding so quickly and deeply with one another. Clearly neither of us denied the existence of the gods. But not being attached to a particular one seemed to free up so much time in our lives. At the cost of community, I supposed. 
 
    “My, that’s an interesting holy symbol!” 
 
    I froze, quill hovering over the scrap of paper. Lew had wandered up the aisle as he spoke. He was right next to me. Looking at my silly drawing. 
 
    I immediately apologised, “I’m sorry Lew, it’s no reflection on your lecture. I’m just not focused right now.” 
 
    The pudgy redhead shook his head a bit. “Don’t say you're sorry. Let me guess, I was number four out of four, right?” A tension breaking chuckle rolled through the crowd. Apparently I wasn’t the only one. 
 
    Lew’s humor allowed me to relax. I smiled a little bit. “Yeah. Sorry.” 
 
    He waggled a finger at me. “No ‘sorries’, not today. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Sorch.” 
 
    Lew smiled. “Sorch, can I borrow your drawing?” 
 
    I tilted my head a little bit, curious as to what the human had in mind. Wordlessly, I offered him the scrap of parchment. 
 
    The lecturer started heading towards the front. “I’ll be careful with this, it’s still wet. Can I take it for granted that the gods aren’t part of your daily routine, Sorch?” 
 
    “No sir.” 
 
    The man corrected me, “Call me Lew, please, we’re all friends here. You’re bringing me neatly around to my point, Sorch. Have a look at this.” 
 
    Lew started to copy my doodle onto the chalkboard. “This is basically what our friend Sorch drew.” Then he started to add a couple of lines, a curve or two, and then drew a circle around it. 
 
    A couple of people were murmuring in the crowd. The rest of us didn’t get the reference. Lew kindly provided the context of what this new drawing meant. “This is the holy symbol of Xim. Kind of a potiony look, with an altar in the middle and some wavy lines. Xim is one of the new gods, all about arcane invention, golems, and the like.” 
 
    Lew silently held up my drawing. I stared at it, mouth agape. It was remarkably similar. 
 
    The man continued, “The holy symbols of the new gods are all rather basic. Obvious. Something that you could doodle without even realizing that you were doing it. Like they picked them out of a hat and made a couple of minor changes.” 
 
    Lew went back to the board. I was leaning forward in my seat now. Many of us were. He had us. 
 
    “A fiat is an arbitrary rule. A random cracking of the whip. The question that nobody can answer, that the gods apparently refuse to answer, is why? Why would beings of ancient, godlike power allow these new gods to move in on their turf? The only answer ever given was that it was part of their game, part of their grand wager. But that’s not a real answer.” 
 
    A second holy symbol was drawn. This one I knew. It was the one Tara wore. 
 
    The human said, “Melflavin. Old god of innovation, of invention. This is his turf. Why would he give up power to this upstart? Because Xim has a slightly different focus? He’s giving up followers. He’s giving up power. To one of these new gods that has no history, no reason to be here.” 
 
    A line was drawn between the two holy symbols. “And they get along. The temples are related, they’re sister organizations. Much like Omi-Suteth and Vinara. Why?” 
 
    Then the red haired human wrote something on the board in large letters: 
 
    ‘WHY ARE THE NEW GODS HERE AT ALL?’ 
 
    Lew used a little too much pressure and broke the length of chalk on the final question mark. He allowed it to drop from his fingers. “Why? It seems like a fiat. It seems like a random change in the rules, doesn’t it? There is no logical reason for the old gods to share power with young upstarts. But if that’s the case, someone dictated the rise of the new gods. Someone so powerful, so far beyond normal, that they could shelter these upstarts from the wrath of the old gods and force them to work together harmoniously. Is this the entity behind the great game that the gods seem to be playing? The core reason that they had to make an accord and a wager in the first place? Some kind of overseer or meta-god dictated it?” 
 
    The questions hung in the lecture hall, unanswered. 
 
    Lew was nodding. “Exactly. We don’t know. And we may never know. All we can do is try to make an analysis of how this seemingly arbitrary shift in the balance of power impacts our lives. So let’s do that now, with a focus on the new gods that touch upon the realm of magic.” 
 
    The redheaded man walked my drawing back to me. “Thank you Sorch.” 
 
    For the rest of the lecture, Lew had my full attention. I learned that the clergy of the new gods would often refer issues of healing and worship to temples of the old gods if they felt their focus didn’t specifically cover the issue at hand. It was as if they were operating under orders: Do not overreach. The priests and bishops admitted that they had no idea why this was the case. It was a directive from ‘on high’ and was not something that the gods deigned to tell their constituents. Only Omi-Suteth and Vinara had a massively overlapping ethos, and didn’t seem to mind competing for each other’s followers. But even that seemed to be a friendly arrangement, never pushing into the realm of conflict. It was a real mystery. 
 
    As it turned out, the other three lectures that I had chosen were fairly straightforward magical demonstrations. As interesting as advanced magical theory could be, I found my mind wandering back to the big questions that Lew had been proposing. I had spoken to him briefly afterwards, and he extended an invitation to come visit the next time I was in Ice House. I said that I would do that. 
 
    Leeson was already in 214 by the time I got back from my last talk of the day. He looked absolutely shattered. I said, “I guess that you’re filled with regret right now. It would be unseemly of me to rub it in, I suppose.” 
 
    My young friend shook his head slowly. “Go ahead. I deserve it.” 
 
    I had to laugh at the strain and weakness in his voice. It was only funny because he had done it to himself, and there was no permanent harm, of course. “What in the hells was your last lecture?” 
 
    Leeson said, hoarsely, “Loud Magic: The Role of Screaming in Incantations.” 
 
    This had me howling with mirth. Poor Leeson looked miserable. Once I had calmed myself, I went over and gave him a big hug. He needed it. “Come on, let’s go get dinner. I’ll tell you about a really interesting lecture that I had this morning…” 
 
    Our elective lecture day ended up being a huge motivating force for me. I honestly looked forward to the next one. Perhaps that’s why the final weeks of the quarter were so productive. 
 
    I had mastered the Earth version of the summoning spell. I knew the drawing of the circle, the inscribing of the runes, and the summoning ritual by heart. It took around half an hour to conjure the human-sized creature from the Plane of Earth. Luckily, the only material components required were stone and sand. The drain at the end of the ritual hit me hard. It was the most complex spell I had ever completed, and the amount of intelligence recovery that I needed to perform afterwards was testament to that. Professor Sevritz said that I had a natural talent in this area, but he said that to a lot of students. Once he certified my mastery of the Minor Earth Elemental incantation, I was cleared to moved on to the Water version of the spell. 
 
    Mastery of Minor Earth Elemental would allow me to conjure a potent little fighter. Although not as hard hitting or as well armored as the version that the Bishop of Koroth had brought against us, my little elemental was much less ponderous. Spending a half hour summoning it meant that the fight had to be planned ahead of time, but there were situations where that would be viable. If I had this spell when we were ambushing Salt and the Necromancer, for example, it might have been a far easier win for us. I could have either given the Minor Earth Elemental periodic commands, or I could have taken direct control over it, channelling my concentration so as to be like a puppetmaster. All in all, a very useful ritual to know. 
 
    On the first day of Early Summer 2718, Summer Break started. It was a chance to spend a couple of weeks seeing one’s family and touring the warmer parts of Panos. In my case, it was time for an adventure with the best adopted family that an orc could hope to have. 
 
    Before leaving for the break period, Leeson and Jess stopped by room 214 one last time. They each gave me a warm embrace. The two were going back to the Renault family estate so that Jess could meet the parents. Apparently, Professor Gideon would be joining them. I found myself silently wishing that I could be a fly on the wall when the Professor met ‘mom and dad’ Renault. I bid my young human friend and the buxom were-wolf lass the best of luck, and then they were gone. 
 
    I had an appointment on the Circle of Transport for 10 in the morning. This gave me enough time to wash up, memorize a suite of more violent spells than I had recently needed, and get dressed for some warm and humid weather. A short, thin black robe and light summer pants seemed to be appropriate. 
 
    As a chartered member of the Adventurer’s Guild, I was able to skip the long line of students waiting for a teleportation home. There was some good natured booing as my transport was given priority and I was asked to step into the circle. Leading the pack of jeerers were members of the regular Apprentice Library crew. I sent a rude gesture their way, and their laughter had just reached my ears when suddenly… 
 
    I was elsewhere. 
 
    Eastern Hook was a large city, and yet in the minds of the people of Panos it still represented everything wild and dangerous. It was the capital of The Hooked Shores, an independant island continent consisting of jungles to the north and dry brushland to the south. The continent was a two day boat ride west-southwest of Royal Moffit. It was the hottest region on Panos barring the Glasson Dessert to the northeast. 
 
    The Hooked Shores earned its rather uninviting name by offering dozens of natural ways to kill you. Hooked spiders as large as a cow, gila monsters, river serpents, and wyverns were waiting in the jungle. Giant trapdoor spiders, panthalopes, harpies, and thunder snakes were ready to greet you in the brushlands. Needless to say, one didn’t venture too far from the city without a local guide and a rather large and well armed group. 
 
    The Temple of Vinara in Eastern Hook was the least ostentatious of any of the Circle of Transport destinations that I had seen. The temple itself was simple, elegant. The entire structure was built from giant red cedar, a wood plentiful in the nearby jungles. Simple green and blue stained glass windows adorned the structure. The back garden, where the teleportation gazebo was located, was a small green lawn bordered by a line of posies and the occasional moth orchid. 
 
    I walked out of the rear exit from the temple grounds and into Eastern Hook’s crowded streets. Summer break was big business here. Every inland bar and sailor’s tavern would be packed. That’s why the party had agreed to meet at the city’s branch of the Mage’s Guild, where access would be more restricted. Guild membership was automatic if one was a magic user in good standing with the Arcane University or Adventurer’s Guild. If not, there was a complex initiation and testing cycle that could last for several months. 
 
    I traveled down West Street until I saw the guild’s bell tower, and then took a left turn to approach it. The side street leading deeper into the city was much less crowded, and dare I say, more civilized. Trade shops lined the avenue, as well as quaint little tea houses and members-only gaming establishments. 
 
    Upon approaching the entrance to the Mage’s Guild, I expected to see one of our party in the alcove. Each magus was allowed one guest, and that meant someone would be stranded until I arrived. When I turned right and stepped through the archway, I was greeted by a big, grinning minotaur. Toby laughed and picked me up in a giant bearhug. I weathered the bovine assault in good humor, hugging his thick neck in return until he mercifully let me down. 
 
    “And how is our student, may I ask?” 
 
    I smoothed down my light adventuring robes after such a friendly assault. “This student is very well indeed. I’ve managed to make friends and remain in passable shape in all of my classes. Conjured my first earth elemental a short while ago. There was a long adjustment period, but I think I finally have the hang of academic life.” 
 
    We chatted a little as the doorman passed an ivory rod over me. The aura of my University anklet was picked up by his sweep, and he took a moment to check the rolls. Once my membership was confirmed, I was announced to the room: “Mister Stonebender, and guest.” 
 
    We walked into the guildhall, past the small bar and the concierge desk that also served as the coat room check-in. Our friends were already sitting at one of the tables in the dining area, eating their late breakfast. The waiter came by, but I drew a blank as to what I wanted. Toby ordered something that I never heard of, and I just asked for buttered toast and fruit. Prices in the guildhall were not known to be reasonable. 
 
    The minotaur was brought something that smelled amazing, but looked like a white, creamy mess. “What _is_ that?” I asked. 
 
    He looked at me as in if I must have hit my head. “It’s porridge Sorch. You’ve never had porridge?” The minotaur sprinkled sugar over the top of his breakfast. 
 
    “It looks like boiled grains in milk. How could that possibly be good?” 
 
    Wordlessly, the minotaur offered me a spoon of his breakfast. I made a face, but reluctantly tried some. 
 
    That’s when I discovered that I loved porridge. 
 
    After stealing a fair portion of Toby’s meal, I offered him my grapes as compensation. He dropped the grapes into the porridge and kept eating. I never really appreciated my friend’s genius until that very moment.  
 
    Tara was the expedition leader this time, as the quest we had taken on was near and dear to her heart. I nibbled on my toasted and buttered bread as the cleric spoke. 
 
    “Thanks for coming, everybody. All six full partners are present, so I’ll begin. I guess I should start with a little history. The order of Melflavin isn’t as big as some of the other faiths, despite him being worshiped across multiple races all over Panos. So when something happens to members of our clergy, it is particularly painful. And if we suffer a major setback, we simply don’t have the resources to investigate or retaliate with any expectation of justice.” 
 
    I looked around the table at a bunch of frowning faces. I wasn’t the only one prepared for a sad story. 
 
    Tara continued, “On the outskirts of Eastern Hook is an ancient temple made of stone. It is at least two hundred years old, according to records found in the attic. The state sold it to us as an abandoned property. It was cleaned up and reclaimed by our people some 28 years ago.” 
 
    The minotaur couldn’t keep the tears from slowly dripping down her fuzzy brown cheeks. A hint of anger was in Tara’s voice as she continued. “However, we lost all contact with the Eastern Hook branch of the order around 10 years ago, with no explanation. The investigators that we hired never came back. Since most of our practitioners prefer crafting and tinkering to adventuring, we didn’t have a lot of options at the time. Clearly it was a dangerous situation.” 
 
    Toby squeezed Tara’s shoulder, and his deep baritone voice took over for a few moments so that she could compose herself. “The church and crypts had been left alone by townsfolk, as dread and disaster befell anyone who strayed too close, particularly at night. After a recent attack, the government of Eastern Hook reached out to the Arcane University for help with scrying the site. There was at least one magical entity that was able to combat the scrying after they discovered it. But prior to those wards going up, there were impressions of dark forces. Humanoid figures stalking the shadows, patrolling just outside. Unholy rituals. Then we lost all contact.” 
 
    Tara patted Toby’s arm, then took up the telling of the tale. “The elders of my church were contacted. With the scrying results in hand, several friendly organizations were willing to help and contribute funds. 1,500 gold was raised as a bounty. Toby and I will be donating our shares back to church of Melflavin, to help rebuild the site after it is liberated. Anything that we find, anything not a temple possession or relic of course, is ours to keep.” 
 
    The female minotaur took a deep breath before wiping the tears from her eyes. “Questions?” 
 
    I raised a hand. “Should we assess the situation and feel that we need more help, what are our options?” 
 
    Rick was the one who answered, “Other than pulling out, there is a mercenary company in Eastern Hook called the ‘Jacks of Fate’. Knowing their pricing we wouldn’t come out of this with much, if anything at all, should we be forced to go that route. This mission is too risky for apprentices from the Arcane University, and with so many people on vacation or on other adventures during this period, we aren’t going to find reinforcements for shares of the loot.” 
 
    The next question was from Will, “Given the mention of shadows and unholy rituals, do we have a stock of holy water on hand?” 
 
    Tara nodded. “Both my temple and the Order of the Snow were kind enough to donate holy water. We have two sealed jars each, which Toby will pass out after we’re on the road.” 
 
    And that’s exactly what happened. Once we made our way through the throngs of tourists and vendors, foot traffic started to thin out. The dirt road leading northeast of the city wasn’t a popular local destination. After hiking for half an hour, we stopped so that Toby could distribute little clay jars of holy water. He mentioned, “The scrying found an intact gardener’s shed just outside the old temple. We can rest and prepare our spells there, after things are scouted out properly.” 
 
    I noticed Toby had acquired a small buckler shield sporting the holy symbol of Aro-Remset. It was strapped to his left forearm, which allowed the big paladin to swing the Axe of McGrondle one handed with some options for active defense, or two handed when offense was the only goal. 
 
    I was glad that we dressed as lightly as possible for this venture. The noon sun hammered down upon us mercilessly. Had I been wearing my normal, more protective robes, I would have passed out on the trail a thousand paces back. As it was, our pace was plodding. Tara often offered water to Ames and myself, while Toby did the same for the humans. I was surprised and relieved to know that one piece of divine favor that Tara could call upon was the conjuration of purified water. I watched in wonder as Melflavin was invoked, and both of the minotaurs’ empty wineskins were rapidly swelling once more. 
 
    Out of all of us, Ames was suffering the most. That permanent, heavy fur coat combined with the were-cat’s need for protective leathers was a cruel combination in this climate. The white feline had their jaw cracked open in a pant, tongue lolling out of the side of their muzzle. I had to make an effort not to laugh at the sight of it, despite how much I loved my kitten. When our path briefly took us past the beach, we offered to stop and allow the cat to take a quick swim. After weighing the benefits against the discomfort of soaked fur under sweaty leathers, Ames passed. 
 
    I noted, “We could always shave your coat down a little bit.” 
 
    The glare that I got from the cat was all the answer that I needed. No shaving, check. 
 
    We were on high alert, as there had been reports of wild creatures in the area. As the climate on Panos became hotter towards the edges and colder in the mountains, wildlife was affected. Predators had to leave the comfort of their usual hunting grounds. Prey-creatures had to push further into populated areas in order to forage enough to survive. As with any change, there were winners and losers. Given the spike in civilian casualties along traditional travel and trade corridors, the sentient races of Panos could be considered losers in this particular case. 
 
    Perhaps that was why I heard Ames murmur, “There are no frontiers anymore.” 
 
    I leaned in and whispered into one of those triangular ears, “What do you mean dear?” 
 
    Ames said, “Nothing.” The were-cat often liked to feign simplicity. I knew better. 
 
    Five hours later and we were closer to the edge of the jungle than we were Eastern Hook itself. The old temple was visible just up the road. Bleached sea rocks had been squared off and piled high some centuries ago. There was no elven magic at play here. Simple human engineering fundamentals were what raised that structure, which was one of the reasons that the order of Melflavin loved it so much that they bought it, some three decades ago. There was one nod to the elven side of Melflavin’s clergy: Thick conjured glass panes glittered as light from the setting sun in the west struck them. The shattered stained glass windows had been replaced just prior to the temple’s rededication in 2689. Sitting on the back half of the church, like a shell on the back of a turtle, was an observatory. The blunt tip of a large telescope was evident even from here. The advancement of astronomical science was one of the Order of Melflavin’s greatest achievements. 
 
    Ames’ keen eyes noticed something about the windows as we closed in on our destination. Black curtains hung behind every single one of them, affording the current occupants the kind of privacy they desired. For some reason, that fact upset me more than the simple retelling of the tragedy by the minotaurs. The fact that there were usurpers, invaders inside of this grand structure… I’ll admit that it angered me. Certainly there was already an emotional stake given our association with Toby and Tara. But those dark curtains made we want to storm in, tear them down, and let the light of day flood into the corrupted temple. 
 
    Will must have seen how upset and worked up I was getting. As we walked, the small human distracted me by mentioning, “I think it’s a real rarity to have three couples as an adventuring group. You often see one couple, as it does tend to become a family business. But I can’t recall another group that has paired off to this degree.” 
 
    I was surprised by the statement, as was Toby. The minotaur rumbled, “So, you’re saying that it’s true.” 
 
    Will look confused. “That what’s true?” 
 
    I clarified, “That you and Rick are together?” 
 
    The older, taller human started rubbing his eyes. “Of course we’re together.” he stated, sounding tired. 
 
    Tara chimed in, “I must admit, every time that you referred to yourselves as ‘partners’, I didn’t know which meaning you were referring to.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement, “I’ve been with them longer, and I always wondered the same.” 
 
    Will looked exasperated. “Well of course Sorch. Are you being serious right now?” 
 
    Toby mentioned, “I’ve know you both for years, and, um… I wasn’t really sure until right now.” 
 
    Rick said, dryly, “I’m not the most demonstrative person in public when it comes to such things.” 
 
    Will considered these revelations. “So whenever I mentioned that we were partners, you just assumed I was talking about The Magic Shop?” 
 
    I chuckled a bit, “In my case I assumed that it could be both, but I didn’t want to pry.” Tara and Toby both nodded in support of my position. 
 
    The small human shrugged happily. “Oh. Well, it’s both!” 
 
    Rick said, his tone deadpan, “Lucky me.” 
 
    Ames had been quiet throughout this exchange, but chose that moment to chime in with an astute observation, “I note that there was no objection when Will mentioned three couples. Does this mean that you two tall beasts are back together?” 
 
    There was a unified chorus of um’s and uhh’s from the minotaurs. 
 
    Tara settled on, “We’re dating.” 
 
    Toby nodded, those big black horns bobbing up and down. “Dating! Yes, that’s accurate.” 
 
    For my benefit, Rick made a circle with the fingers of one hand and completed the rude gesture with with the fingers of his other hand. I snorted with laughter. As we were bringing up the rear, everyone else missed the human’s silent joke. 
 
    We reached the gardener’s shack on church grounds just as the sun was setting behind the jungle’s canopy. It was around six paces deep by eight paces wide, and mostly empty. There was plenty of space to stretch out and make camp. 
 
    Tara said, “We can’t make a fire in here, but we hardly need it given the climate. And Sorch has that silly pot…” 
 
    I objected, “Silly?!” 
 
    The minotaur priestess continued, “...silly pot so we can still make a hot meal. Toby and I will take middle watch so that the mages get an uninterrupted block of sleep. Does that sound about right?” 
 
    We were all nodding in agreement. So far Tara had proven to be an excellent expedition leader. Everything was not only planned out in detail, but there were several contingency plans that we would need to consider implementing in the future. We had designated fallback points if we were being overrun, and a couple of different whistled tones that we could use to express things like ‘attack’ or ‘run away’ when we were talking to intelligent beings and didn’t want them to know the plan. 
 
    As I was preparing dinner, Ames and Tara were discussing a quick scouting mission before bed. The humans were weighing in with a couple of interesting options as well. With all that sound in our confined area, it took us a while to notice the much fainter sound from outside. 
 
    Ames held up a paw and requested, “Quiet.” 
 
    In our newfound silence, we all heard it. Just a curious little resonance; something rubbing or scratching against the wooden door of the shed. Toby took up the Axe of McGrondle and went over to the door. Ames readied their hand crossbow, and Tara moved to stand just behind Toby, cudgel at the ready. The rest of us spread out towards the back of the room. Tara looked satisfied, and touched her boyfriend’s shoulder. 
 
    Toby reached out to open the door with the hand of his shield arm. He only got as far as turning the knob when a sudden, brutal force bowled him over as the door swung wide open. 
 
    Because our Light spell was at the center of the room and this was happening at the edge of the illumination, it was difficult to see what exactly had pounced on our friend. It was a black shape on all fours, making an unearthly snarling sound. And there were more pouring into the little room. 
 
    Toby had jammed the handle of his magical axe into the maw of the creature that attacked him. Clearly they were strong, as the struggle that ensued was not trivial for the big minotaur. The next creature leapt over our fallen friend and tried to snap at Tara, but she swung her large shield right at the shadowy beast’s head, knocking it out of the air as the sickening sound of cracking bone filled the shed. Ames followed up with a crossbow shot that seemed to connect. Oddly the downed fiend seemed to fall apart and vanish in the half light. Two more of the beasts pushed in from the outside however, leaving us no time to wonder what in the hells was going on. 
 
    Rick and Will coordinated on the next beast through the door as it ran at Ames. When it pushed into the radius of our Light spell, we were able to make out what it was. A black panther, but deformed, twisted. I felt no sympathy for the beast as twin rains of Magic Missiles swarmed around it and stung its hide right down to the bone. It didn’t bleed however, which was never a good sign. Ames engaged it with their short sword as Tara stepped up to intercept the next freakish jungle cat that tried to charge into our back line. The room was starting to smell like death. 
 
    I hardly felt the drain from casting my Acid Bolt. My adrenaline was so high from the ambush, I was already thinking unclearly. My bolt slammed into the side of the creature on top of Toby, rather than dealing with the next one that had just slinked through the door. This was fine with the paladin however, as the snarling, squirming creature allowed itself to be flipped over and pinned under the weight of the minotaur. A flash of the Axe of McGrondle left it without a head. The body suddenly melted away, leaving Toby confused. 
 
    Though it was risky, Rick stepped up next to Ames and started to chant. A gout of flame shot from his fingers, catching both the rear end of the creature trying to bite Tara as well as the new one that had stepped into the room. Three things happened. The scorched cat leapt back when it was scalded, once again blocking the door. Tara was able to land a blow with her big club on her own burnt abomination. And Rick set the shed on fire.  
 
    Ames had managed a couple of quick stabs on the creature facing them, but the incisions seemed to have little effect. The were-cat cried out, “Some help with the damned fire please!” Will grabbed the handle of my cast iron pot and splashed the wall nearest to Ames, keeping the inferno from spreading for the moment.  
 
    Toby and Tara were through with this particular assault. He raised his shield and she lifted the holy symbol around her neck. Together they invoked the combined power of Aro-Remset and Melflavin to turn the undead assault. An ear piercing series of feline shrieks and snarls filled the air. The remaining beasts turned tail and ran away from the shed at full speed, disappearing into the night. 
 
    I finished my incantation, squeezed the small water flask in my off hand, and a Fan of Frost erupted from the air in front of me. The burning wooden wall was extinguished instantly. Toby quickly slammed and locked the door. 
 
    Will called out, “Everyone OK?” We all responded with vague affirmatives. 
 
    For about thirty seconds, nobody said anything else. We just panted and regained our wits. Will replaced the hot iron pot, putting it back onto the circle of stones that we had gathered. Wordlessly, Rick refilled the pot from his waterskin so that it could start to boil again. 
 
    I broke the silence. “What in the hells was that?!” 
 
    Ames ventured a guess, “Panthers that were… undead? Demonic?” 
 
    Tara said, “Vampiric.” Her tone was certain. 
 
    Will frowned at that assessment. He murmured a quick incantation and centered the Light cantrip on the doorframe so that there was better illumination on the other side of the room. 
 
    Toby stared down at the pile of dust at his feet. “That’s where I beheaded one.” 
 
    Ames gestured towards the other pile, “And my wooden bolt must have taken that one in the heart.” 
 
    I went back to preparing the herbs and meat for the stew while the others discussed the situation. Vampire lore was a subject that was out of my field of expertise. 
 
    Eventually, Rick and Will passed out a few of the thin wooden stakes that they used for casting Light spells on and marking things in the wilderness. I remember that they had used those to mark our icy dugout on the trip to the salt mines, so many months ago. 
 
    Tara said, “As long as we each have a couple of these, we can finish off anything that we fell before it can regenerate. Assuming there are more of these things, our allies will be holy water, fire, daylight, stakes through the heart, and decapitation.” 
 
    Toby said, grimly, “There will be more. Black curtains in the windows.” 
 
    Rick’s tone was no more cheery. “To block out the sunlight. There’s at least one vampire in the church.” 
 
    I added the ingredients to the pot and then sat back to watch it boil. “Wouldn’t a group of clerics be able to handle a vampire?” 
 
    My question hung in the air without answer. Clearly there was more to this story then we knew. 
 
    After dinner and a little bit of conversation to lighten the mood, the other four turned in. Ames and I stayed up to take our watch. We sat side by side facing the door, with our backs against the wall. 
 
    “Do you know much about vampires, kitten?” 
 
    The were-cat rubbed my knee, in what I assume was meant to be a comforting gesture. “Some. If you recall the time I told you about how we got funding for the Vole, there was a vampire involved. A destroyed one thank goodness. A mage with a fire elemental had killed it, and the mage in turn was ambushed by a horde of goblins. I think Will kept the vampire’s diary, if you wanted to consult it when we get home.” 
 
    “Alright. What do you remember?” 
 
    The feline tucked an arm around my lower back and moved the stroking paw up to pet my chest through my summer robes. “I know that once a day they can turn into a mist when they’re hurt or cornered. It doesn’t last long but it can help them escape. I know if they drain your blood with their fangs, they can turn you. They’re strong and fast. Some of them are spellcasters.” 
 
    I nodded. “OK, thank you dear.” 
 
    Ames insisted, “Now you tell me something.” 
 
    I blinked and murmured, “I don’t know anything about vampires.” 
 
    The cat shook their head. “Something about anything. You’ve been in school, you learned stuff and things.” 
 
    I had to smile as the were-cat used the orc phrase that I so loved. I returned the chaste rubbing that I was receiving. It was a way to stay awake and alert on watch without resorting to caffeine or other chemicals that would prevent sleep when our shift was done. 
 
    I kneaded the back of the were-cat’s neck as I asked, “Do you know the story of how Limt was founded?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I cleared my throat and launched into the story, keeping my voice low so as to not wake the sleeping minotaurs and humans. 
 
    “Once upon a time, a group of southern human farmers got fed up working for the royal family. They packed their things on their backs and started walking east along the coast. The only mapmaker they could find was a man from United Diben. He spoke proper Common, not the broken form that southern farmers used.” 
 
    The feline nodded, leaning into the neck rubs as my tale unfolded. 
 
    “For weeks the group marched, every day sapping their energy more and more. About halfway down the coast people started to fall over from exhaustion. The expedition leader went over and told the mapmaker, ‘Hey laddie, th’ men can’t go no f’rther, they dun reached their lim’t.’ Confused by the accent, the northern cartographer wrote the word ‘Limt’ on the map. So they had to put the city there.” 
 
    Ames stared at me, then hissed, “What? Why did they have to build it there?” 
 
    Then I delivered the punchline: “They couldn’t afford another map.” 
 
    Those emerald green eyes stared at me in the darkness. Then Ames buried their muzzle in the crook of my arm and howled with laughter. I suppressed a giggle myself, and stroked the back of the feline’s neck as they did their best to muffle their mirth. I knew that the joke itself wasn’t that funny, but the fact that I was the one telling it caught my love completely off guard. 
 
    When the were-cat recovered, I got a little nip on the chin for my troubles. “You’re so bad. No more jokes for you.” 
 
    Our watch passed without incident, so we bedded down for the night. We maintained separate bedrolls, particularly in this hot climate. 
 
    I woke to the sounds of preparation. Toby and Ames had carved their own wooden spears as potentially vampire-lethal backup weapons. Similarly, Tara had carved each of us a more robust stake than the markers that Will and Rick handed out the night before. These could be used in melee without snapping, and could potentially punch through light armor with enough force to pierce the chest. 
 
    Breakfast was a local fruit and some trail bread. As we ate, I asked a favor of Ames. “Could you make me one of those spears while the mages study and the holy folks pray?” I explained my reasoning, and the feline was perfectly willing. 
 
    The taste of tangerine remained in my mouth as I studied my spellbook. The morning wasn’t the best time for me to participate in a temple assault. I would need to dedicate one of my more potent spells to attuning the Amulet of Enhanced Enchanting with Augment Intelligence. But as it was unlikely that I would find the time to summon and control an earth elemental, I sacrificed memorizing that incantation and simply got on with it. 
 
    We couldn’t wait around for me to mess about and optimise my day. Sunlight meant that we had an escape route if there were indeed vampires inside. It also meant that they didn’t have an escape route outside of the building for the next 12 hours. The time to strike was now. 
 
    The front steps weren’t the same bleached sea-stone as the rest of the structure. Flat, dark brown rocks had been used to create the lead-up to those massive wooden double doors. We mounted them, and then took up position around Ames. 
 
    The feline tried the handle. Locked. Tools both blunt and delicate were retrieved from the were-cat’s backpack, and the picking began. The feline’s ears twitched whenever there was a ‘tink’ or ‘click’. Ames was mapping out the inside of the lock by sound, and identifying the mechanisms that were triggered by the use of a proper key. 
 
    It was only a matter of time before the old lock gave up every last secret. Ames triggered the right things in sequence, avoiding the physical wards and the resets. A turn of the knob and the big wooden door was cracked open a fraction. 
 
    Toby took up position as Ames put away their tools. I was next in line, clutching my newly made spear. Tara and Ames followed, while Rick and Will brought up the rear. We cautiously made our way through the front door, leaving it wide open to let the light spill in. 
 
    The congregation area of the temple was in a sad state. Wooden pews were cracked and brittle from a decade of disuse and non-treatment in this hot, humid environment. The padding of the kneelers had long since burst open. Hymnals were just rotten, faded pages that had become the home of mushrooms and moss. The walls and ceiling, once covered with paintings created by the clergy, were stained by refuse and old blood in an intentional effort to blot those inspiring images from sight. 
 
    As we walked up the nave in our approach towards the temple’s apse, we heard a distant cackling. Someone or something was enjoying our discovery of their desecration; enjoying the tears that rolled down the fuzzy cheeks of both Tara and Toby. Whatever it was didn’t show itself, preferring not to offer a fair fight at this particular moment. We reached the chipped and fractured altar without incident. It looked like some kind of blood sacrifice ritual had been performed here, and more than once. The bottom of the parallelepiped stone was caked with the rust colored aftermath. 
 
    “These demons must die.” said Tara, grimly.  
 
    Circling the apse’s backdrop, the six of us saw a dark hallway stretching out of sight to the north. Will cast a Light spell on Toby’s buckler, while Rick did the same halfway up the shaft of my spear. The hallway still stretched out of sight, but that sight was significantly longer. About seven paces up, a door on the western wall begged our attention. 
 
    This door had no lock. In fact, it had no handle or knob either. I prodded it gently with the tip of my spear, and it started to open. When I stopped pushing, the door swung shut once again. I frowned. 
 
    Ames noted, “Spring loaded. Should be able to push through.” 
 
    I glanced back over my shoulder. Tara and Toby had schooled their emotions, although their cheek fur was still damp with shed tears. The big male nodded at me to indicate that he was ready. I put my shoulder to the door and walked through, letting my speartip lead as soon as it was able to poke it through the opening. 
 
    The light that I brought revealed devastation. This was a ruined library and tinkering area of some sort. It was five paces east to west, and stretched out of sight to the north. Shelves and benches lined the walls, the vast majority of them burnt to charcoal and cinders. Skeletons, presumably undisturbed for a decade, were frozen mid scream at their workstations. I would have been upset, if I didn’t have bigger problems. 
 
    There was a disturbance coming from the void to our north. It was clear that we were not alone. High pitched, mocking laughter filled the chamber. Ill-defined shapes danced nimbly at the very edge of the illuminated area. Shrill voices started to parrot back things that we had recently said. 
 
    “These demons must die!” 
 
    “Spring loaded! Spring loaded!” 
 
    Toby identified the creatures as the rest of the party entered the room and arrayed themselves behind us. “Thralls. Unliving, but not worthy of turning. Vampire pets.” 
 
    “Vampire pets!” 
 
    The sound of their mad tittering and screams plucked at my nerves. 
 
    Ames moved up to stand at my side while Tara did the same for Toby. The feline warned, “No flames in here. This is a tinderbox.” 
 
    We could see the figures array themselves just out of the radius of our illumination. They fanned out thin, as in if preparing for hit and run tactics against our four-wide front line. 
 
    Upon seeing this, Toby said, “Sorch? Now.” 
 
    I tossed my spear. Not at our foes, but in a shallow arc towards my friend’s awaiting hand. The bull-man caught and threw the projectile in one smooth forward motion. It sailed ten paces and planted itself deeply into the shoulder of the centermost thrall. 
 
    Besides the expected scream of pain, there was a visual result. The entirety of the chamber was now illuminated thanks to the Light spell that traveled with my spear. The accursed creatures were laid bare in horrific detail: Skin blackened with burn and rot, teeth stained with old blood and the decayed flesh of their last kill, heads bald from the gnats and mites feeding on their hair, these thrall were certainly not ‘fresh’. They had been strung along by their vampiric masters for years after their natural life had ended. In that time, their fingernails had grown into sharp claws and their eyes had receded into their skulls. Seven of them circled us, while an eighth crouched behind what looked like an old forge or fireplace on the east wall. 
 
    I quickly backed off and the three frontliners closed ranks. Rick and Will were chanting, and I started a few moments later. 
 
    Realizing that their melee advantage was larger than originally thought, some of the thralls charged towards us. But the response was staggered, confused. Five of the creatures ended up coming forward, and one of them fell to Rick and Will coordinating Magic Missile spells, and Ames putting a crossbow bolt in the thing’s chest. The combination of glowing darts and feline accuracy silenced the misshapen creature forever. 
 
    The were-cat quickly switched to the short sword and went on the defensive when the next thrall flashed forward. It was fast, too fast, in fact, for Ames’ initial defense. Sharp claws, hard as steel, sliced through protective leathers and raked across the feline’s ribcage. The yowl and curse that Ames uttered was parroted back by half a dozen of the foul creatures. My Force Bolt knocked it back and left the thrall with a twisted and broken left arm upon impact with the western wall. This respite allowed Ames to readjust and prepare for the next assault. I felt the drain to my mind, but it was minor. I was still sharp, focused. 
 
    Toby fared better with his first vampire-slave. Although the creature dodged his first one handed swing, its claw swipe didn’t get past the minotaur’s buckler. Before it could dance away, the paladin’s backswing beheaded the creature, silencing its taunts forever. The second thrall that was tracking Toby came in low. The paladin’s chainmail leggings didn’t protect him, and two lines of blood appeared on his furred shin. The thrall caught a knee in the face for its trouble however, and had to stagger back. 
 
    Tara was doing better defensively, the big shield proving quite vexing to the monster facing her. But its speed prevented the cleric from landing even a single blow. It was a frustrating stalemate on both sides. 
 
    Rick was in a predicament, having concentrated primarily on fire magic during his preparations. Not wanting to set the room ablaze, the mage took one of the pots of holy water from his belt pouch. He didn’t care at all about friendly fire given the nature of the stuff. The taller human got an angle on the fiend that Tara was fighting and made his throw. The pot cracked on the edge of the cleric’s big shield, drenching both her and the thrall. But what was mere water to the cleric was pure acid to the evil creature. It screamed and clutched at its ruined face. The cudgel blow that followed took the thrall’s melting left ear off and caved in its skull. 
 
    The two remaining thralls in the backline saw their openings and charged, one at the wounded Ames and the other at now-disengaged Tara to keep her from flanking. The broken-armed thrall was back in the fight as well, charging at Ames from the left while the fresh one barreled in from the front. But this time, it was the enemy who underestimated the speed of their foe. With a lightning fast lunge, the tip of Ames’ blade found the injured beast’s black heart. Rather than present a defense to the other threat, the were-cat fell and twisted. This motion cruelly turned the blade within the chest of the first thrall, while propelling that lithe feline body at the knees of the second. 
 
    The creature tripped over Ames and fell right at my feet. I wasn’t really prepared for this turn of events, but my body reacted faster than my mind. I leapt on the fiend’s exposed back while drawing my dagger, plunging it into the screaming thrall’s shriveled liver. I only saw Will hurling his own pot of holy water out of the corner of my eye, and had no time to react. 
 
    The misfired clay pot smashed against the side of my head, just as Will’s cursing reached my ears. The good news was that the liquid coursed down my body and drenched the thrall below. Between my dagger sunk deep into its torso and the pool of holy acid it was laying in, the creature died a horrible death. The bad news was that the combined weight of clay and water rattled my brain and left me stunned and semi conscious on the floor. 
 
    I assumed that Toby, Ames, and Tara were able to dispatch the last two active thralls without too much effort. It took all of the strength that I had to allow Will to help me into a sitting position and prop me up against one of the ruined workbenches. 
 
    The ringing in my ears and the dull throb of my own heartbeat nearly drowned out the sarcastic clapping. I was unable to focus my eyes, but it sounded like it came from where the final thrall had been cowering. 
 
    “Very good, mortals. Speed. Coordination. Magic and martial prowess. I wonder how many of you we’ll be able to turn, and how many will simply die screaming?” 
 
    The voice was smooth, ancient. The timbre was almost hypnotic to my addled mind. I tried to focus my eyes again, this time on someone closer: My bloodstained were-cat. Ames was reloading that little hand crossbow, as quickly and quietly as possible. 
 
    I heard Toby’s voice bellowing, “Who are you, fiend?” 
 
    That silky voice replied, “A name? Really slave of Aro-Remset? Names grant power, and in the end I wish for you to be powerless. Powerless and begging as we dig those horns out of your still-living head. Your friends though, they’ll know my name. Eventually. Though they’ll only be allowed to call me ‘Master’.” 
 
    The sharp little twang of Ames’ crossbow was followed by silence. 
 
    My friends huddled around me, looking like giants from my perspective. I noticed that Toby had earned a much deeper wound to the back of his other leg, probably while closing out the battle with the final two creatures. “Toby, heal yourself. Stop bleeding on me.” 
 
    Ames poured some normal water over my head. The sting of it made me wince, and I realized that my scalp had been sliced open. “And heal Ames too.” I insisted. More quietly I murmured, “You got that last one?” 
 
    The were-cat’s head shook, indicating the negative. “Mist.” 
 
    I had to grit my teeth as my mate continued to clean up the head wound. I misheard what Ames had said. “You missed and it was fast enough to get away from everyone?” 
 
    “No Sorch, it turned into mist. That was one of the vampires in disguise.” 
 
    After assessing the condition of the wounded, Tara expended all but one of her healing incantations. One of the two more potent ones was on me, despite my protests. Toby and Tara each applied a minor healing prayer to Ames, and then both did the same for Toby himself. With the divine favor, I would be perfectly fine after a few minutes of rest. I just needed the room to come to a complete halt. Ames’ side would be raw and tender, but at least the bleeding had stopped. Toby, however, still needed to be bandaged after the healing. His mobility was definitely impacted. 
 
    Tara argued, “We need you in peak condition. Lay your hands on yourself.” 
 
    The big paladin shook his head. “You have a single healing prayer remaining today. I have only have a minor one remaining myself. And we still haven’t confronted the real threat. Aro-Remset will have to accept a somewhat slower follower for a little while.” 
 
    Ames helped me to my feet. I grunted as I suddenly found a small human wrapped around me. “Sorch, I’m so sorry! It was the adrenaline, I just overthrew that by… a lot. Are you going to be alright?” 
 
    I had to smile. I patted Will’s back. “You killed the thing before it could get up and turn on us. That’s all that matters. Accidents happen, but the job still got done.” Reassured, the small mage released me from his embrace. He straightened his robes. 
 
    I sighed. “Besides. I was the one who screwed up. I should have conjured an Invisible Shield and stayed in the front line. Now they know our ruse and will be prepared for three backline mages. I could have at least presented myself as a melee adept.” 
 
    Tara said, “You couldn’t have known that it was a probe for intel, Sorch. We’ve whittled down the amount of fodder they have available regardless. That’s worthwhile.” 
 
    “And.” added the other minotaur, “One of them has used their evasive trick for the day. We should press on, quickly. This ends now.” 
 
    Everyone agreed. A cursory search of the room revealed nothing but ash. I recovered my glowing spear, and we moved on. At a somewhat slower pace, we exited and turned left. The only other rooms on this level were a disused privy and the sacristy, which had been completely stripped and abandoned. At the end of the hall, stairs up. Once we were certain that the first floor was secure, Ames and Tara backtracked to tear down every black curtain. Natural sunlight flooded into the temple for the first time in a decade. This would not be an escape route for any vampires today. 
 
    After our friends rejoined the party, we cautiously trekked up the spiral staircase leading to the top floor of the temple. Once again, only our Light spells combatted the blackness of artificial night. Directly ahead of us was a convex wall, and the hallway curved away from us in either direction. 
 
    Tara murmured, “This is the dome of the observatory. Stay alert, there’s not very many places left for them to hide.” 
 
    We proceeded clockwise, Ames in the lead to check for any mundane traps. The hallway was fairly non-threatening, but the dome to our right was anything but. The creatures inside weren’t bothering to hide their presence. They could be heard laughing, mocking, and generally seeming to enjoy themselves. The sounds from inside only got louder as we approached the large copper-gilded door on the observatory’s eastern wall. 
 
    Ames checked the door. The handle rotated smoothly. Tara gestured and the were-cat stepped aside to let Toby take the lead. The big minotaur turned the handle and put his shoulder to the door. 
 
    That’s when the world became fire. 
 
    The explosive ward that we tripped was unlike a Fireball. It had real force that tossed Toby, Tara, and Ames back like ragdolls. Then a sheet of flame followed. I was directly in the line of the rolling inferno, which was fortunate for Rick and Will. The fire broke against my body and mostly spared them. I screamed, feeling my green skin scorch and my light summer robes ignite. From the other side of the hallway, I heard Toby bellow. He was in much the same situation, apparently. 
 
    Our companions were quick thinking. Waterskins were upended over my head, and when I was able to open my eyes, I saw that Toby was drenched as well. My thin cloth gloves were ruined, and I tenderly peeled them from my palms, which felt severely sunburned. I could tell that my face was worse. Every grimace brought stabbing pain from the burned flesh. My lips were cracked, bleeding. Glancing over at Toby, I saw that the bull-man was quite singed as well. The paladin’s face, too, was cracked and bleeding under his now-blackened fur. 
 
    The laughter from inside the room sounded almost manic. Our pain was their amusement. They started to boo when Rick cast his Detect Magic cantrip, and revealed a second ward on the ground just inside of the doorframe. 
 
    After making sure that I could continue, Will asked, “Sorch, may I borrow Rock?” 
 
    It was an odd request, but I nodded curtly to my friend. The little human reached into my pouch and took out my hefty stone companion. He tossed Rock high in the air so that the arc would carry it above the height of the door and have it land where the glowing ward was located. Then the human quickly slammed the door before the stone fell. 
 
    There was a second, muffled explosion inside of the room, accompanied by curses. Quickly we reopened the door and charged into the observatory through a thin veil of smoke. 
 
    Floating in mid air, positioned equidistant from each other throughout the dome, were three pale, gaunt figures. They all seemed to be former humans, possibly even natives of Eastern Hook. The two vampires closer to our position were wielding longswords. The third was bare handed. They didn’t wear black cloaks or exude an aura of evil. They just looked like fanged people; people who had given up on doing what was right or just. The way they moved in the air was beyond any magic that I could manage. With Levitation there was a certain amount of concentration required and one moved at a fairly slow pace. These undead fiends were flying rapidly, with ease and grace. 
 
    Ames didn’t wait for any form of parley. The feline’s hand crossbow discharged, sending a bolt right towards the unarmed vampire’s heart. Sadly, it bounced off of an Invisible Shield. Toby attempted something similar with his spear on the closest fiend, but it spun and dove out of the way in a display of aerial agility. 
 
    The unarmed vampire started to murmur, pointing at Rick. Will tried to hit it with his last pot of holy water, but missed. I dropped my spear and took out rod and fur instead, chanting the incantation of my Lightning Bolt spell. I figured that if its attention was focused on Rick, I would be free to retaliate. 
 
    I was wrong. 
 
    The Silence spell caught Rick unawares, and all three of us were in its radius. Rick quickly ran to the far side of the room to free us from the highly effective anti-spellcasting sphere, but I had already lost my most potent combat spell. At least there was no mental drain associated with the fizzled attempt at magic. 
 
    Tara, being outside of the zone of Silence, had managed to summon her flying warhammer. This evened the odds somewhat. Ames, Toby, and Tara were able to defend themselves from the inhumanly strong fly-by slashing attacks, and the vampires couldn’t simply linger or they would be pummeled by the icy divine hammer. 
 
    It was Will’s turn to take out his brass wand and start the somewhat long chant of the Lightning Bolt spell. The vampire mage was quick to react. But I was quicker. Before the fiend could finish whatever spell he was going to send Will’s way, my Force Bolt sent the undead creature flying through the air to impact with the top of the observatory’s dome. 
 
    Frustrated, one of the sword wielding fiends reached up and seemed to pluck an orb of some sort from its ornate necklace. The vampire hurled it at Ames, who smashed the round glass ornament out of the air. 
 
    Sadly, that didn’t seem to matter. 
 
    Gravity lost all hold on Ames. The were-cat was suddenly thrown up in the air and impacted with the near curve of the observatory’s dome. A moment later and the feline was in freefall. Ames tried to roll with the two story drop, but landed hard. There was a dull snap and Ames was howling in pain, clutching their right ankle. I rushed to my love’s side, quickly casting an Invisible Shield to protect us from any follow up attacks. 
 
    Toby and Tara both took the opportunity to hurl clay pots of holy water at the relatively still vampire warrior. One of them connected. The creature’s unearthly voice sounded off with an almost feral howl. Its skin bubbled and split, much like mine did earlier when the fire baked my flesh. At about the same time, Will’s Lightning Bolt sizzled into the ribcage of the second flying warrior. It twisted in midair, the shock absorbed fully by that unliving flesh. 
 
    With the briefest of glances at one another, the two melee oriented creatures came to a silent agreement. The became like the fog, and floated out the door that we had entered through. 
 
    That’s when we heard the weak cry from behind us. The Silence had finally faded, but Rick was already in the grasp of the vampire mage. He was overpowered and pinned against the far wall. Fangs were sunk into the tall human’s neck. The vampire must have hoped to drain him completely and gain an ally against the otherwise overwhelming odds. 
 
    This time, Toby only needed one throw. His spear sailed the entire length of the observatory. It shattered the vampire’s spine, and found the beast’s frigid heart from behind. The penetration of the spear tip caught the sleeve of Rick’s robe, but didn’t find flesh. There was a puff of dust. Then it was just Rick, slumping to the ground with a bloody neck. Will ran over to staunch the bleeding immediately. 
 
    I felt a strong paw grasp my damp, half incinerated robe. Ames snarled, “Go! Finish it.” 
 
    Tara, her Divine Warhammer having just faded away, ran out of the room and turned right. Toby hobbled after, and I fought through my own pain to take up the rear. 
 
    With the bottom floor flooded in natural light, there was only one place that the fleeing undead creatures could go. The door on the south side of the hallway surrounding the observatory led to the maintenance areas. There was a T junction. On the right was the balcony walkway leading to the pipe organ and the choir. It was bathed in natural sunlight, open to the temple’s nave. So we turned left. 
 
    The last room was a storage chamber. It was filled with stone statues, dusty chests, and two angry looking vampires. They had landed, their flying magic either drained or incompatible with their attempts to regenerate the grievous wounds that they had suffered. The fiends faced Tara and Toby, swords at the ready. 
 
    Tara gave me a sharp whistle, one of the signals that we had rehearsed earlier. I whistled back briefly to acknowledge the order, and started casting a spell. 
 
    The undead must have been curious as to why the two minotaurs simply stood in the doorway instead of moving into the room to engage them. The reason dawned upon them soon enough. 
 
    My Noon Sunlight spell wasn’t like the Light cantrips that every apprentice mage knows. It didn’t last nearly as long of course. But the illumination that it produced was real. It was a window, a conduit to the actual light of the sun. One could tell by the way that these trapped vampires, having already turned to mist once today, had absolutely no way to defend themselves against it. 
 
    I hadn’t even felt the drain. There was something numbing about the experience. The screams and the scent of burning vampire flesh was hardly compensation for what we had suffered. Toby and I were burnt, Ames was crippled, and Rick had looked severely drained. Watching the evil creatures turn to dust, these wicked things that had killed so many and caused so much misery, held no satisfaction right at that moment. I would celebrate later, when everyone was safe. 
 
    The three of us made our way back to the observatory to do some damage control. Toby performed the laying of hands on Rick, doing his best to restore some of the taller human’s strength and seal the man’s neck wound. Ames received the last of the divine healing from Tara. It managed to numb the pain and stop the internal bleeding, but the ankle was severely damaged and would require extended bedrest. 
 
    As our more severely wounded friends rested, the rest of the dark curtains were torn down, leaving the entire temple bathed in natural light. A thorough search of the place, particularly that final storeroom, unveiled a multitude of treasures. 
 
    Tara’s treasure was the temple itself, and she was more than happy to donate the entirety of her share to the restoration fund that they would surely need. Toby followed suit, after setting aside enough to tithe to his own Order. He noted that he had never compensated the party for the Axe of McGrondle, so it was only fair that he waive any special treasures that they might come across. 
 
    The vampire pyromancer’s spellbook was of great interest to Rick and Will. Having seen how effective the fire wards were against us, they were curious as to what other pyromantic wonders lay within. 
 
    A Detect Magic spell revealed a few interesting tidbits. One of them was a glowing silver ring. I cast the Read Magic cantrip and peered through my jeweler’s loop at the inscription inside of the band. I snorted. In an act of cosmic absurdity, the universe had put a Ring of Leaping in our hands less than an hour after it would have saved Ames so much misery and pain. Three times a day, it could be invoked to leap a great height and distance, while cushioning any hard landing or fall. The invocation was an instant mental trigger, so it could be used in a split second, even while Silenced. The feline took the news better than I would have, and accepted the ring as their special share. It was slipped onto the fuzzy digit adjacent to the one holding the stone ring that I had made for my love, so many months ago. 
 
    I had my choice of a couple of different minor magical items. Whatever I didn’t select would be sold at The Magic Shop, along with a handaxe that never needed sharpening, and some druidic scrolls. Normally those profits would be split between the six of us, but we all agreed to donate the items to Rick and Will, in order to get their neglected business back on the right track. 
 
    Although I was tempted by the earring that allowed one to hear perfectly underwater, I went with a pair of silk gloves. They had no inscription and no mark, but an Identification spell would later solve their mystery. They were Silk Gloves of Secrecy. These gloves would allow me to ‘palm’ a non-living item that could fit in one hand. It would be stored in an extra-dimensional space, and could later be retrieved with the rub of my fingers. I liked the concept. It added a little bit of stealth to my repertoire, something I certainly wasn’t known for. 
 
    After valuing the cash, as well as some gems and jewelry that we had found in one of the battered storeroom chests, each share came to 700 gold. Additionally, we would get 250 gold each from the contributions of other organizations. After spending some of my share on the gem required for the Identify spell, I would end up with 238 gold waiting for Shaman, and 712 additional gold for myself. 
 
    And of course, I picked up my slightly scorched Rock. 
 
    It was slow going, with both Toby and Ames having mobility issues. Eventually we made it back to the Temple of Vinara in Eastern Hook. Toby and I received some treatment and healing for our burns. The pain was mostly gone, and the blemishes would fade in time. Tara and Toby were able to get priority on their teleportation in order to report the results of the mission and arrange for a contingent of Melflavin’s clerics to come take possession of their temple once again. Before they left, the minotaurs promised to take care of the Vole, with the help of hierophant Petrinoth and the rest of the druidic order of Del-Nekbenth. 
 
    The rest of us were left in a small, private room. Ames and Rick were laying in the two cots, each on high doses of poppy extract in order to deaden their pain. They were fast asleep while we awaited word as to when we could use the Circle of Transport. 
 
    I thought that Will was sleeping too. The small human was sitting next to me with his rump against the wall, curled up so that his knees were nearly touching his temples. It was only when I saw the man’s shoulders shaking that I realized my little friend was actually crying, silently. 
 
    Quickly I put my arm around Will and held him against my side. The silent tears gave way to body-wracking sobbing. A little bewildered, I pulled the small human fully into my lap and wrapped my arms around his chest. 
 
    “Will it’s alright. Rick is going to be OK.” 
 
    The red faced human shook his head, denying my assertion. Between sobs and ragged breaths, Will said, “He’s not- OK. I’m- not O-OK.” 
 
    It took a couple more minutes of just holding the smaller mage in his moment of honesty and weakness before I could coax an explanation out of him. 
 
    “T-the horrors we s-saw in Pandemonium. They broke me. And h-him. Toby’s brain was a-able to cope because minot-taurs unravel those things. Puzzles, m-mazes. But not us Sorch. W-we were trapped, tormented. It twisted our minds. Stuck s-seeing things man wasn’t meant to see.” 
 
    He broke down again. This time I just stroked his dirty blond hair and the back of his neck until he was done crying. When he could continue, Will said, “We’re not OK. And if something happened to Rick, I would be done. I couldn’t recover from that. I think… I think we need to stop this, sooner rather than later.” 
 
    Will rubbed the tears from his eyes. I murmured, “You should discuss this with him. Whatever the two of you decide, we’ll support you. You know that. Ames and I will forever be your friends. We owe you more than we could ever express.” 
 
    The small mage laughed a little bit at that. “I think whatever you owe us is equalled and then surpassed by the fact that you saved our lives. Twice.” 
 
    I held Will quietly and let the final tears drain from him. Exhausted by the emotional outpouring and the way that it wracked his body, my small friend fell asleep in my arms as we continued to wait. 
 
    I felt stupid and overwhelmed at the same time. How could I not have seen the extent of my friends’ pain? Sure they were very private sometimes, but Will and Rick were like brothers to me. In the short time I had known them, they opened up the entire world to me, and that came with an unspoken bond. To hear about the lingering mental anguish from their time in Pandemonium, something that they weren’t sure they would ever fully recover from, was heartbreaking. Silently, I vowed to keep better tabs on my human friends, no matter where I was or what I was doing.  
 
    After a couple of hours, we were told that a window for teleportation would be available in 15 minutes. I roused our resting comrades. We made sure that everything was packed up and ready to go. 
 
    Before I left, I donated 30 gold to Vinara, still leaving me with some 1,100 in my own account. I asked that a message be sent to the bishop of Vinara in Limt: ‘Padre. Rick and Will suffered mental trauma in Pandemonium. Please have one of your own check up on them, daily would be preferable. Contact me if they need anything, please. Sorch.’ 
 
    With that I was satisfied that they would be looked in upon by someone local, someone with a vested interest in their mental and spiritual well being. The padre was a caring and sincere guy, and now that he knew that members of his flock needed special attention, I was certain they would receive it. 
 
    The four of us started to head towards the temple’s back garden five minutes early, taking into account Ames’ ankle and Rick’s weakened state. The humans took their teleportation back home to Limt. Then I carried Ames onto the Circle of Transport. The feline was half asleep in my arms when the heat and humidity of Eastern Hook melted away. In the blink of an eye, we were back in the cool and dry safety of the Arcane University. Guest quarters were acquired, and I took my mate to their temporary home for the next few weeks. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
     Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine. If you get in the way again, I’m going to shank you.” 
 
    I sighed. “Yes dear.” 
 
    A week had passed since our trip to Eastern Hook. But escorting Ames around the Arcane University had become an adventure all on its own. 
 
    Stubbornness and independence are excellent traits in an adventurer. They’re awful traits in a convalescent were-cat. Ames was fine with bedrest when I was around, because that meant pampering and other forms of entertainment. But the moment I had to go somewhere, the feline wanted to leave the guest room. Being an adventurer of growing fame, Ames could easily command the attention of young and impressionable students. And of course being a feline, that amused my mate to no end. Ames soon had a virtual army of students following us around between classes. 
 
    I understood that it was rare for Ames to be absolved of all responsibilities for a day, nevermind weeks at a time. And of course, I was glad that the cat was making new friends and being generally social. However riding around atop a Flat Mule spell while students showered Ames with flower petals, though amusing, probably wasn’t the type of convalescence that the clerics had in mind. We also got strange looks from staff and faculty. 
 
    Hemitath didn’t seem to mind though. Something about raising the profile of adventuring within the school. The Headmaster even granted Ames access to the East Wing despite not being a student. The were-cat was giving occasional guest lectures on practical adventuring, as well as spending late nights hanging out at the bottom of the Apprentice Library with Parsnip and the gang. 
 
    The fact that Ames was wearing the Ring of Leaping did ease my mind somewhat. If there was a trip or fall, the instant mental invocation of the ring would prevent all injury. Still, all of the self imposed stress on my mate’s body would just prolong their recovery time. And Ames didn’t really… listen to me very much as far as medical matters went. Twice now I had to go directly to the cleric on our case, and get Ames scolded that way. 
 
    Yesterday, one of those scoldings had taken place. So the were-cat was being somewhat more tame and restful. Somewhat. I arrived at my classroom door, almost relieved to be rid of my precious feline for a while. “OK. The library is just up the hall to the right. Try not to get ambushed by a vampire on the way.” 
 
    As I opened the door, I felt the cat’s cane impact firmly upon my flank. “Go learn something.” was Ames’ rumbled advice. As I closed the door, I heard the cat cry out, “I am here, my minions!” 
 
    Did I mention that a little bit of poppy and catnip were part of the daily pain relief? 
 
    Despite distractions, I was doing well. I had passed my next apprentice testing element, that being practical magic. The Rope Trick cantrip was mine. I could command a rope to climb into the air, slither across the room, or descend down a cliffside. Useful for both mountain climbing and working on a boat. Professor Loke was quite impressed at my detailed analysis of how the Rope Trick could be used to set up or repair rigging. I received top marks. 
 
    In order to be fair to the other students, I wasn’t allowed to have overnight stays in Ames’ guest quarters very frequently. That was fine early on, since the pain and the medication during the first weeks prevented any interesting nocturnal activities. Today however, the were-cat was dropping many less than subtle hints. Between classes and at every meal, I was subjected to all kinds of pokes, prods, and nips. Clearly my mate wanted some stress relief. 
 
    That evening, the Private Sanctum came to our rescue once again. Not only did it allow me to take care of Ames’ every need, but in that darkness and relative silence, the were-cat rested more peacefully than they had since arriving at the University. 
 
    The morning came too soon. I carefully rolled out of bed, making sure not to jostle Ames’ immobilized leg. I never made it to my feet however. A white hot pain flashed through my head, followed by a mental image of flames across an infinite landscape. I fell to my knees as a voice shouted / pulsed in my head: 
 
    ‘NEVER USE THAT SPELL AGAIN, MORTAL.’ 
 
    I did my best to remain calm, but the presence was massive, unreal. It felt like my sanity could slip at any time, and my mind would belong to the entity. I formed words in my mind, ‘Who are you to insist upon anything? What is your business on this plane, entity?’ 
 
    The sensation of a cold fire burning up my spine and into my brain stem was unmistakable. I tried to fight the pain with logic, reminding myself that if this was real, I’d be dead. 
 
    ‘TINDER DOES NOT QUESTION THE FLAME, CHILD OF PANOS! CEASE THE USE OF THAT SPELL.’ 
 
    I felt how my mind had been tethered. In a split second I had made my decision. I pushed my mind back down the link. There was a sensation of shock from the other end. Then raw pain surged through the link, igniting my mind and making my helpless body shake. 
 
    I powered through the soul-wracking torment until, suddenly, it was gone and I was elsewhere. 
 
    The landscape of flames became the flickering of a fireplace. Absurdly, I found myself sitting at a massive dinner table with my oversized host. 
 
    “Koroth.” 
 
    The name was both an acknowledgement and an accusation. This was the demon lord who tried to devastate and enslave Royal Moffit while murdering the royal family. The bastard who attempted to create a physical bridge between his world and Panos so that he could march his hellish army across the land. His cherry red skin and glowing red eyes were in stark contrast to the tasteful eggshell white paint covering the walls of this intellectual prison. 
 
    Koroth picked up his giant mug of tea and sipped noisily. “Sorch.” 
 
    I scowled, “You didn’t have enough of an ass kicking last time?” I decided not to hide my feelings. We were in each other’s heads after all. 
 
    The giant red demon set down his steaming mug. “Technically, it was our dear Duke Marley Harrington whose rump fell down a hole of his own digging. So close to the end, too. Ah well, the world’s loss is my gain. He is a particularly sadistic general of the underworld.” 
 
    I sipped my own tea. It was warm and sweet. “Why should I stop using the Sanctum spell?” 
 
    Koroth chuckled. “Because if you do not, I will slowly drive you mad during your waking hours. I think you know that I’m not bluffing.” 
 
    I did know that. But I also sensed a caveat. “Aro-Remset would consider that unfair battle. Kenvunk would go to war and appeal to the others.” 
 
    The demon picked up his mug and swirled the contents slowly for a while before answering. “Yes. But their reactions would be mitigated when they learned why.” 
 
    I drained my little cup of tea, thinking how unfair it was that Koroth’s mug was so much bigger. “You’re watching my dreams. You’re stealing my nightmares. Why?” 
 
    Koroth frowned. “It’s time for you to go, Sorch. Stay out of the Private Sanctum if you wish to retain your puny mind.” 
 
    Suddenly I was back in room 214. I was on my knees, panting, drenched in sweat. I was exhausted, every muscle strained. And I hadn’t even had breakfast yet. 
 
    On shaking legs, wearing only my breeches, I made my way to the guard post of the South Wing, ignoring the looks of other students who were passing by. 
 
    “I need to speak to the Headmaster. Urgently.” 
 
    The kindly man inside the stone guard shack looked at me dubiously. “I’m afraid such a summons normally works the other way around.” 
 
    I insisted, “I need to see Hemitath now, dammit.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I’m going to have to have you escorted back to your chambers now.” 
 
    My growl was likely audible half way to the Teleportation Circle. However, I managed to calm myself. “Hemitath’s assistant. The gray haired elf with all the paperwork. Get _her_ a message please. Tell her that Sorch Stonebender needs to see Hemitath urgently. It’s about the prophesy of Koroth.” 
 
    Still looking like he’d rather just drag me back to my chambers, the man’s eyes lost focus as he tapped into the University’s magical communication system. A couple of moments later, he looked surprised. “The Headmaster’s Assistant says 20 minutes, and suggests you wash and put on a summer robe. You’re excused from classes for the morning.” 
 
    I let out a half held breath. Mrs. efficiency was watching my back, despite her standoffish demeanor. “Thank you, I’ll do that.” 
 
    Clean, and wearing a set of olive green summer robes, I hurried to the Headmaster’s office in the North Wing. When I arrived, the old elf at the desk was simply pointing to the Headmaster’s door, as in if not wanting to have anything to do with me. I surprised her by walking around the desk and kissing the elderly assistant on the forehead. I swear I heard a girlish giggle as I hurried into Hemitath’s office. 
 
    I was met by Dutch, coiled up in the padded guest chair and looking at me with as much concern as a snake could muster. 
 
    Hemitath waved me in. I closed the door behind me as she said, “Sorry Sorch, she was so concerned for some reason that she didn’t want to stay in her habitat. What’s wrong?” 
 
    I pulled up a second chair and explained every detail of my mental encounter with Koroth. As I spoke, Dutch slithered from her seat to my lap, and slowly coiled around me in what I hoped was the snake equivalent of a hug rather than an attempt at suffocation. The cynic in me thought that she just wanted to leech my body heat. But I appreciated the gesture none the less, it was somehow comforting. 
 
    The old elf stood and started slowly pacing. “Your portents of the destruction of the world seem to have worried Koroth, Sorch. That would mean your dreams were forecasting something other than the attempt at a demonic invasion, and Koroth needed to know more. Tell me Sorch, do you remember having the apocolypse dream since being captured?” 
 
    I thought back. “Once.” 
 
    Hemitath tilted her head. “Just once? When?” 
 
    I said, “It was when Leeson and I were waiting for Ames and Tara to come back to Limt. We were taking care of The Magic Shop. I had gotten a bunch of customers high on betel tea that morning.” 
 
    The Headmaster nodded. “Right around the celebration of Koroth’s Night. The one night of the year when the demon lord would be so busy, that his eyes would be elsewhere. The one night he didn’t steal your dream.” 
 
    We sat in silence for a time, both thinking. 
 
    The archmage broke the silence first. “Sorch, I’m going to talk to Professor Gideon.” 
 
    I blinked once, surprised. “Why?” 
 
    Hemitath gestured to her own office door. “Somewhere in those neatly stacked piles of paper on my assistant’s desk is a request for young Jess to move in with a certain young master Leeson. With Professor Gideon’s permission, I’ll grant it.” 
 
    “Is this a trade situation? Am I moving in with Gideon? I mean he looks cuddly and all, but…” 
 
    The headmaster stared at me for a moment. “You have a strange sense of humor, do you know that? No. You have my permission to cohabitate with Ames for the next couple of weeks, and use the guest room for the rest of the semester after the were-cat is gone. This should obviate the need for your use of Private Sanctum.” 
 
    Dutch started the long process of unwrapping me, sensing that the meeting was coming to a close. 
 
    I was happy with the solution in one way, but unhappy in another. “So we’re just going to give Koroth what he wants?” 
 
    Hemitath threw her slender arms into the air. “I don’t have an immediate solution to a nosey demon lord poking around inside your brain. Not one that wouldn’t eventually risk your very sanity, Sorch. I’m going to be passing on this news to the elven clergy, who will attempt to divine a solution. Until then, we’re not going to prod the big angry red demon. Especially when all he’s doing is taking away a nightmare you don’t particularly want anyway. Understood?” 
 
    I had to admit, it sounded like the logical thing to do given the context. “Understood.” 
 
    “I’ll get back to you when the bishops have come up with anything. Until then, try to relax.” 
 
    When Dutch had recoiled in her own chair, I stood. “Thank you Headmaster.” I took a cookie before I left. 
 
    Classes seemed to fly by that day, and soon I found myself back in room 214. Packing. 
 
    Jess was clearly happy with the proposed solution. I received more were-wolf hugs in one night than I had for the past month. Her father had granted his blessing, and the process of me moving to the (admittedly fancier) guest quarters was underway. 
 
    Leeson however couldn’t seem to stop thinking that this was all his fault. 
 
    The young human murmured, for the millionth time that night, “I’m sorry I drove you out, Sorch.” 
 
    I snorted, “Leeson, for the last time, that’s not what happened. A major demonic power has taken a keen interest in my brain. We may have discovered it through my use of the Private Sanctum spell, but it was happening either way. I’m glad we found out. But for everyone’s safety, it’s better if I move out now rather than later.” 
 
    He stared at his own toes. “Still I know I’ve been a pain this semester. I haven’t made things easy for you.” 
 
    I stopped packing my bags to give Leeson a much needed bearhug. “Listen. You’re a young guy, with drives and needs. I’m very happy for you and Jess. I’m glad her dad ended up getting along with your parents. How does it work anyway, will your kids basically be furrier versions of you or…” 
 
    He batted at my arms, blushing furiously. “Sorch!” 
 
    I chuckled and let my young friend go. “The point is, your happiness is worth a little bit of lost sleep. I grew in the process as well. I met some amazing new people, learned some useful new magic. And at no point did I stop being proud of you and all you’ve accomplished. OK?” 
 
    The young human retained his flush, but now it due to was pride at my approval. “OK.” 
 
    “Now grab those two bags, you’re helping me move.” 
 
    Ames was just as pleased as Jess had been with this solution. The feline graciously granted me one drawer and one half-closet worth of space. Truth be told, I didn’t even fill that much. A lot of my things sat in bags, hanging from pegs in the wall so that I could grab them on the way out the door. I was mocked mercilessly for my level of organization. The mocking was very likely well deserved. 
 
    The night after I had moved in with Ames, I discovered some notes in one of my bags. These were tidbits from a glamours class, things that I should have returned to Parsnip a number of days back. I headed down to her room before dinner to drop them off. I had figured that the half elf might want to store them away, rather than tote them around all night and all morning if I handed them off in the library later on. 
 
    I knocked on the half elf’s door, and waiting until she opened it of her own accord. 
 
    “Sorch! Oh hi, I didn’t expect you to drop by. Is anything the matter?” 
 
    I shook my head and brandished the notes. “I’m done with these. Actually, I’ve been done for days, I simply forgot to get them back to you.” 
 
    Parsnip chuckled a little bit and took the notes from me. I ghosted in after her when she turned to lock them away in her desk. 
 
    Sitting at a writing table on the other side of the room was an individual that I normally went to great lengths to avoid. The roommate. Human, blond, and wearing a perpetual smirk. The walls on his side of the room were decorated with drawings related to the mental and metaphysical arts: Chakra charts, brain diagrams, aura maps. He was holding a book, but rather than reading it, the young man was staring openly at the two of us. I promptly ignored him. 
 
    Once the notes were secure, Parsnip slipped the key to her desk into a belt pouch. “Head down to dinner?” she asked me. 
 
    I nodded. “Sure.” 
 
    As the two of us walked out the door, a smug, annoying voice rang out. “Might want to get an escort, you never know what she’ll say if there aren’t witnesses present.” 
 
    Parsnip’s shoulders stiffened visibly. I placed a hand at the small of her back and urged the half elf to vacate the room and ignore the idiot. 
 
    Once we were out in the hallway, I pretended to pat down the pockets of my robe. “Damn. You know what, go ahead and head down. I need to get a Message to Ames. I thought that my coin pouch was in my robes, but maybe the feline just pilfered it.” 
 
    My friend nodded, seeming a bit emotionally numb after what just happened. I waited until the half elf had walked down the hall and turned the corner. 
 
    Once Parsnip was out of sight, I started casting. But there was no copper wire in my calloused hands. I wasn’t sending a Message. Well, not that kind of message. 
 
    Once I had completed my spell, I stepped back into the dorm room and closed the door behind me. The little punk of a roommate looked up at me and said something that I couldn’t hear. As I crossed the room towards him, the sphere of Silence that I cast upon myself enveloped him as well. His eyes went wide, as the peril of this particular situation struck him. 
 
    I had the smaller human out of his chair and slammed up against the wall in two seconds. The first impact wasn’t satisfying enough, so I reeled him back in before putting my weight behind the next slam. The blonde haired brat’s spine and head impacted the wall simultaneously. Much better. 
 
    The lad’s eyes were slightly glazed over, and his jaw was hanging open in terror. I snarled at him, allowing a little spittle to drip from my incisors. The acrid scent of piss drifted up as my victim soaked his robes. 
 
    I drew back my right hand and balled it into a fist. My feral haymaker slammed into the wall, a scant inch from the roommate’s skull. I felt my skin split a little bit at the knuckle. I stained the chakra poster a nice, deep red. I drew my hand back, putting my bloody knuckles on display in front of the hyperventilating human. Slowly, I wiped the back of my hand against the lad’s forehead, marking him with my essence. 
 
    As soon as I let the human go, he slumped against the wall. I turned and didn’t look back. My Silence spell expired just before I slammed the dormitory room door shut behind me. I stopped by the bathing room to wash and then dress my hand, before joining Parsnip for dinner. 
 
    Nobody questioned me about the hand. I never heard a word from Parsnip’s roommate or from school administration. At one point Ames looked at me with silent concern, but even my mate decided to give me some slack and not press the matter. I had sent a simple message: Parsnip was under my protection now, and certain things wouldn’t be tolerated. Nobody refuted my claim. 
 
    The next few weeks passed in a blur. Ames recovered fully from the broken ankle. It took a fraction of the time due to the regular application of divine healing. Still my mate visited me at least two days a week. Apparently the druidic order’s level of involvement was exactly what The Spastic Vole needed. Ames’ work hours were far more sane now. My mate also had free use of the Arcane University’s teleportation system, as both Hemitath and Master Max were now using the were-cat to keep tabs on everything happening in Ice House. The feline was quietly given Honored Guest status. I would never hear the end of it. 
 
    Even without the need to avoid noisy roommates, Ames and I visited our library study group frequently. The were-cat had become good friends with both Parsnip and Titan, and flirted quite a bit with Celestial. The feline was always a welcome voice, often presenting mundane, streamlined solutions to situations that would have been magically complex. We would leave our little group of friends as they prepared to get some sleep. A couple of times, Ames arranged for a huge plate of exotic snacks to appear overnight, courtesy of the Spastic Vole. It was a welcome break from cornbread, and elevated Ames’ already lofty status amongst the students. 
 
    Sometimes it was difficult being the champion of Royal Moffit and possible savior of Panos, and yet be the one relegated to ‘social-also-ran’ status when compared to your mate. I learned to live with it. 
 
    Despite being less popular than Ames, Celestial had more of an interest in me. But only for my mind. Having mastered Flame Blade, the Professor’s Assistant wanted to broaden his advanced repertoire. I offered to teach him Stone Shape, and Celestial gratefully accepted. It took a couple of weeks, as neither of us had a lot of spare time. But eventually, Celestial was adeptly making stone doorknobs, candlestick holders, statues, and the like. The real surprise was when I walked into my room one day to find a small stone boat sitting on my desk, complete with rigging and thin sails that looked like they had been frozen in time. In sheer artistry, the umber skinned human had far exceeded my own Stone Shaping talents. 
 
    I also learned another minor spell. Invisible Servant was, of course, a concept I was familiar with given my past association with the Voodoo Engine. I mastered it without issues. As my quick learning resulted in a couple of classes where the rest of the students would need to catch up, I asked if I could spend some classroom time with Assistant Donnelly instead. The request was granted. 
 
    In the basement of the West Wing of the University, the Arcane Records department existed. I say ‘existed’ because not much happened down there. It was, for all intents and purposes, a paperwork graveyard. Years of records that had some theoretical long term value were lovingly categorized, labeled, and archived in a single warehouse sized cavern. Most of the time the room resided in darkness, only illuminated when someone wandered through with a Light spell. No torches were allowed, for obvious reasons. 
 
    Arcane Records had a single employee. He was a somewhat nondescript human: Average height, short blond hair, slightly pudgy, gold rimmed glasses, silver pocket watch. His name was Bill Donnelly, and he was a self-described paper pusher. Having never done much with his magic (past barely graduating from the Arcane University), he was given the title of ‘Assistant’ rather than Professor or Master. He wasn’t an Assistant Professor, because he wasn’t really assisting anyone in particular. Anyone looking at his record might wonder why he was employed here at all, rather than as a professional working magician somewhere out in the real world. 
 
    Then again, they might not know that Assistant Donnelly was the only living human psychic on Panos. 
 
    Bill Donnelly never let on to his early magical mentors that he was special in any way. His parents were quoted as saying that they had no idea about their son’s psychic ability, though looking back there were signs. Cats and dogs were particularly obedient around him. He also had the uncanny ability to stop a crying baby with a touch and a few murmured words. But it wasn’t until an ESP tutorial in his second year at the Arcane University that an instructor discovered his gift. He immediately became the concern of the Headmaster and the most senior teachers, despite his weak protests. Eventually, Assistant Donnelly became comfortable with his powers, though he chose a life of bookish isolation rather than putting them to any sort of public use. 
 
    I walked down the spiral stairs that led down to Arcane Records from the Magical Crafting annex. Politely, I brought my own Light stone. Even more politely, I brought two logs of wood, which was apparently tradition when visiting Arcane Records. Having been told that he was a little skittish, I called out before I reached the bottom step, “Hello, Assistant Donnelly? It’s Sorch Stonebender, can I trouble you sir?” 
 
    “Come in Mister Stonebender, I’ve been expecting you.” 
 
    I walked into the little foyer. It was tastefully decorated. The stone walls had been painted a dull yellow hue, while the floor was mostly covered in a thick gray carpet. A modestly sized oak desk was on the near wall, while a fireplace crackled merrily on the opposite side of the room. The carpet ended a full pace away from the fire so as to prevent any accidents. In the farthest corner, also bare of course, was a small pile of wood. I walked over and added my own sacrifice. 
 
    The human smiled gently. “Oh thank you, how thoughtful. I only get a few visitors, but I can’t count how many trips you nice students have saved me over the years.” 
 
    I chuckled and said, “Not a problem at all sir. You were expecting me? Is that part of your gift?” 
 
    Assistant Donnelly blinked at me, owlishly. “Oh! No, your teacher um, sent a note?” He held up the scrap of parchment, anticlimactically. “Please have a seat.” 
 
    I did. “Thank you. I was wondering, would you be uncomfortable talking about your special talent?” 
 
    The man shook his head. “No, no. I mean, not any more uncomfortable than I am talking about anything else.” There was an awkward silence. He wasn’t joking. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I see. I understand the mind to mind communication aspects of it. And I know that you can see the auras of magical items and mystical creatures. However could you tell me a little bit about Astral travel? None of our materials seem to cover it.” 
 
    Assistant Donnelly said, “Oh. It’s a little hard to explain unless you have some experience. But I guess… imagine that there is a second world laid on top of this one. Wait no, not on top. Underneath. Within.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. 
 
    The human continued, “So, err. I guess, then you can pretend that only beings and items that have some arcane ability or power can be seen there. In this new place that is. So mages, bards, sorcerers of all sorts. Magical items, artifacts, and the like. And anything with ‘magical potential’, which would include things like material components, certain rare natural woods and plants. Do you follow?” 
 
    I tilted my head to one side. “They are the only things that can be seen, or they’re the only things that exist?” 
 
    Assistant Donnelly considered. “Good point. For our purposes, they’re the only things that exist in the Astral Plane. The ‘terrain’, if you can call it that, is wrapped around Panos’ ley lines so there’s some similarities to the surface of our planet. But equally there are differences the farther away you are from the ley lines. There’s no air as such, no water. But that’s OK, because you don’t have to breathe actual air, you breathe… Astral stuff I suppose. You don’t hunger or thirst there, but you do tire from the mental strain of it all. It’s a single medium.” 
 
    I said, “I understand. But why? What’s the purpose of it?” 
 
    Assistant Donnelly said, “Mystical interaction. The Astral Plane is the weave around the physical world that allows magic to work. Beings or powers in Astral form can interact magically. They can battle, or exchange information. They can travel, explore at the magical level. But they need to return to their point of origin before rejoining the physical realm. There are threads that you can’t see. Some say they connect your soul to the physical world but that’s… a bit silly. No, they just mark your Astral point of origin.” 
 
    “But only magical forces have an impact in the Astral realm? You can’t bring anything else with you?” 
 
    The man shook his head. “Not from this dimension. But you can pull or channel things from other planes. Summoned entities. Fireballs, lightning bolts. Positive or negative energy. Stuff from certain pocket dimensions. Pandemonium, the Steel Citadel, and the like. It takes some trial and error.” 
 
    I smiled a little bit. “Alright. Thank you so much, your knowledge is really helpful.” 
 
    In a flash of insight, Assistant Donnelly said, “You met another one, didn’t you? Like me?” 
 
    I hesitated, then murmured, “I can’t really talk about it.” 
 
    Quickly the man said, “No, no, that’s a good policy. Safer for you, and me, and them. Maybe I’ll see them some day. You know. Out there.” He made a vague gesture above his head. 
 
    I thanked Assistant Donnelly for his time, and promised to find more excuses to come down to Arcane Records in the future. He was amused by that, but seemed neither pleased nor displeased at the prospect. I left him to his world of paper and psychic wonder. 
 
    As the midterms crept closer, Professor Loke announced that our Magical Foundations class would have a guest speaker. Surprisingly, it was Rick. He looked fully recovered from his run-in with the vampire. The tall human had cut his brown hair short: A stylish, very ‘now’ look for him according to some of the younger students. I had to agree with them. My friend really did look like a new man, and I was happy for him. 
 
    Rick laid out the midterm project for us. As a class, we would learn our first spell that wasn’t considered a cantrip. It was Flat Mule of course, also known as ‘Disk of Transport’ in more formal circles. I would end up borrowing my friend’s spellbook and learning it in a day, but for the new students it would take a couple of weeks to pull together all of the techniques that they had learned. Rick was a great teacher: Patient, articulate, understanding the varied cultural backgrounds and traditions of the students in his classroom. Briefly I wondered if Will had talked to him about less dangerous careers, and if this was a trial run for the tall human. But I didn’t pry.  
 
    Having learned Flat Mule well ahead of time, I only had one more spell to master before midterms. The Water version of Conjure Minor Elemental was proving to be somewhat more challenging than the Earth version had been. Professor Sevritz postulated that I simply had a natural affinity for earth, but he was confident that I would master the element of water in short order. He was right. A week before midterms, I had conjured my first minor water elemental. Watching it splash around like an overgrown child stomping in a rain puddle amused me. The components were water and spittle, things that would ideally be available to me unless I was dying in a desert. Professor Sevritz reviewed my progress in all classes, and stated that he was confident that I had bridged the gap between hedge magic and a formal mystical education. 
 
    The Minor Water Elemental was different from the Earth version in may ways. It was a tool of stealth and exploration, much more so than just a combat asset. Apparently, it could travel through open water at incredible speeds. At slower paces, it could move silently and almost undetectably to the unaware and uninitiated. But in a pinch, using it to drag an air-breathing creature into the water and holding it there was certainly a viable tactic. And while swinging with watery limbs was less effective than stone ones, the impact could still bruise flesh and break bone. I was happy with the mix of combat and utility that the Minor Water Elemental had to offer. 
 
    It was midweek prior to the midterm tests, and I felt like I was the most relaxed student on University grounds. I had all but passed my Magic Theory class already. Professor Loke had run out of cantrips to teach me in Magical Foundations. I had already tested out of Graduating Apprentices, unlocking many more options for my next round of class selection. And Professor Sevritz was quite satisfied with both my earth and water elemental work. While most would spend the next five days cramming, I was prepared to spend them helping my classmates with any last minute preparations and memorizations that they were having issues with. 
 
    But you know what they say about the best laid plans of orcs and men. 
 
    Being summoned to the Headmaster’s office was never free of stress, no matter how well you knew them. The note had been passed to Professor Sevritz in the middle of our Foundations of Summoning Elementals class. The lizardman pointed the tip of his tail at me and then twitched the appendage in a ‘come hither’ motion. When I walked up to him, he simply handed me the note. It read: 
 
    ‘Send the green waste of space to me. Headmaster’s office. - Max’ 
 
    The Professor said, dryly, “I assume he’s talking about you rather than me. Go ahead.” 
 
    I reached the Headmaster’s outer office. There was a note on the Headmaster's Assistant’s desk that read: ‘Out to lunch. Announce yourself. Touch nothing.’ 
 
    “Master Max?” 
 
    The reply from the next room was instantaneous. “Sorch, enter.” 
 
    The Headmaster’s office had undergone some subtle changes. Gone was Dutch’s habitat, replaced by shelves of mystical tomes. Sadly, the cookie jar was no more. Instead, a bowl of fresh mint leaves adorned the desk. I walked over and popped one of the leaves into my maw. “So this is it? You’ve moved in?” 
 
    Max frowned, running fingers through his wispy white hair. “It’s unclear. A couple of days ago I just found the place like this. All the right people were responding to my inquiries with the full authority of the position. I thought there would be some sort of formal ceremony, but I might actually be Headmaster.” 
 
    I blinked at the old human. “That’s possible? To be made Headmaster and not even know it?” 
 
    The venerable magus snorted. “Perhaps. I’ll seek clarification soon.” He started pacing around behind his desk as I enjoyed the sensation of cool mint washing over my tongue. 
 
    I tried to make small talk, to see if that would calm him down a little bit. “How was your tutoring among my tribemates?” 
 
    Max stopped pacing briefly. He commented, “That kid is a handful.” Then he stared at me for far too long. It became uncomfortable. Just as I was going to try another bit of small talk, the old man asked a question. 
 
    “Do you recall your recent capture of a rather pompous Pandemonium Prince?” 
 
    I demurred, “It wasn’t I who captured him. More like Toby, Tara, and the elves. The rest of us just kind of followed in their wake.” 
 
    Max shrugged. “Whatever. Prince Klovis Monteeg, son of Lord Shogar Monteeg has struck a deal. I think you and your friends will be interested in the intel that resulted from his eventual capitulation. This was dropped off by your Ames half an hour ago.” 
 
    I blinked, not knowing that Ames had been on campus. Without another word, I read the contents of the report that had been handed to me by Max. 
 
    --- 
 
    Interrogator: So you would say that you’ve plotted against the world of Panos. 
 
    Witness: I never said that! No, our people have been working with members of your races. By definition we were here with the consent of Panos. Our mastery of opening up portals to other planes far exceeds anything you have to offer in this weak, physically oriented place. You have not embraced the power of fractal chaos. 
 
    Interrogator: This factions that you are working with, what are they called? 
 
    Witness: I have no grasp of these human names. Mortal names in general sicken me and slip from my mind like refuse from the slick fingers of a hogreth-gnar. Whatever you call them, they work for the eradication of order in this realm, and offer us a permanent foothold. An alliance. 
 
    Interrogator: In exchange for? 
 
    Witness: The plane of Negative Energy. We open up a gateway between this world and the source of all undead power. They raise their armies to help destroy the armies that would stand for order. It was a simple enough request. 
 
    Interrogator: So they’re summoning the undead in numbers? 
 
    Witness: Summon? No, mortal fool. You already have undead here, in staggering numbers. The rebel forces had no way to control them. We simply needed to direct negative energy into the most convenient conduit at hand: The ley lines. The negative energy from an open portal can be directed along these arcane lines of power that are wrapped around your world. This would be a beacon for every undead creature to march upon a target, assuming it was on or near one of these ley lines. 
 
    --- 
 
    I looked up from my reading. Max wore a frown that made him look even older than he was. 
 
    “You’re absolved from your Midterms. Your teachers have made it clear to me that you would have passed with flying colors, and we don’t have the time for formalities. The ‘we’ in this case is a joint concern of both elven kingdoms, the northern and southern human kingdoms, and the northern orc tribes. Yours will be one of half a dozen groups being sent all over Panos to investigate and respond to these claims.” 
 
    I said, “What about the Southern Tribes?” 
 
    Max shook his head, “Unlike their northern kin, the orcs of the south have no portal anywhere close to their lands. By and large, they don’t have a vested interest in this, nor do they have a mechanism to help out even if they did.” 
 
    I craned my neck counterclockwise until it made a dull cracking noise. “OK. You want me to assemble the normal group?” 
 
    Master Max took the interrogation report from my hands, and offered a sealed letter instead. “Go check in with your were-cat, who is in charge of this mission. When you have your group together, open this and read through the details.” 
 
    I nodded and moved to exit. 
 
    “Sorch?” 
 
    I paused. 
 
    “You can refuse, you know. I would in your position.” 
 
    I glanced down at the letter in my hands. “Thank you Headmaster.” 
 
    Max didn’t say another word, he simply allowed me to depart. 
 
    I walked through the checkpoints and down to my assigned guest room. Sure enough, my lovely white were-cat was waiting for me. After being greeted with an embrace and whiskery kiss, I handed Ames the letter. 
 
    The feline took it and slipped the wax sealed missive into one of their belt pouches. “What did Max say?” 
 
    I sighed. “Cryptically, he said we should consider refusing, and that he would in our position.” 
 
    Ames snorted. “Well, his adventuring days are long over, I suppose he’s lost his taste for it.” 
 
    I immediately came to the crass old man’s defense, “He’s no coward.” 
 
    The were-cat’s jaw dropped open in a little feline smile. “No. He’s no coward, that’s true love. The two of you are not a million paces apart, you know.” 
 
    I sat on the bed, heavily. “Maybe half a million. What’s the plan?” 
 
    Ames said, “Possession of the letter formally empowers me to assemble a group for the consideration of its contents. I’m going to get the gang back together, and we’ll meet in the potion lecture hall in the morning.” 
 
    I nodded to my love. “When do you leave?” 
 
    The feline shouldered their pack. “Immediately. Say goodbye to the library gang for me. Wish them good luck on their tests. Make sure you tell Parsnip what’s going on, sudden abandonment issues is the last thing she needs right now.” 
 
    I frowned. “What happened?” 
 
    Ames walked towards the door. “I was told this morning. Final word on her dodgy roommate and his friend. They’ve been exonerated due to lack of evidence. Let her know that she can use this place while we’re gone, I’ve already cleared it with administration.” 
 
    “Damn. Alright, I’ll let her know.” 
 
    Just before closing the door, the were-cat noted, “She shouldn’t be alone tonight, Sorch.” And then Ames was gone. 
 
    I rested, performed my rituals, then did all of my preparation and packing before dinner. I wanted to be ready to perform my intellect enhancement in the morning and immediately walk out the door. When everything was ready, I headed downstairs to the cafeteria and joined the library study group for a meal. Chicken and leek stew was on the menu tonight. 
 
    We chatted about midterms for a while before I explained my upcoming absence. There was a mixed reaction. They felt that I had lucked out by being able to skip exams, but were sad to see me go for an extended period of time. Parsnip, in particular, was melancholy at the news. 
 
    I mentioned to her, “Ames arranged it so that you could use our room while the two of us are gone.” 
 
    Parsnip’s face lit up with something akin to hope and disbelief at the same time. “You’re joking.” 
 
    I raised a weathered green hand, as in if taking an oath. I said, “True, I swear it. We’ve cleared out some space for you. Come with me after dinner and I’ll show you?” 
 
    The half elf nodded eagerly. “Of course. Thank you!” The sound of genuine relief and gratitude told me everything I needed to know about her current living arrangements. 
 
    When we had finished eating, we climbed the stairs, well past where the student lodging ended. The upper floors were reserved for guests and dignitaries. These rooms were larger and more plush than anything Parsnip had ever seen on University grounds. 
 
    Upon seeing where she would be staying, the half elf said, “This is awesome. Inspiring. Now I know why people take up adventuring.” She sat on the edge of the bed, legs swinging absently. 
 
    I had to chuckle as I closed the door and quickly refreshed the Light spell. “Honestly, I miss old 214 sometimes. There was more of a sense of community, of belonging. I feel isolated up here.” 
 
    Parsnip’s eyes were distant. “I wouldn’t know, I never really got to feel at home in my quarters.” 
 
    I took off my summer robe and shucked my boots. “I’m sorry Patricia. I heard about the ruling that came down this morning.” I used my friend’s real name, mainly to remind her that there were still people who knew her and cared about her. 
 
    The half elf laughed, humorlessly. “Not enough evidence. Well, hypnotism and charm spells don’t leave a mark. Nothing physical anyway.” Parsnip tried to shrug it off. 
 
    After folding my robe, I gestured for my friend to raise her arms, and helped the half elf slip out of her own. “People are aware now at least. They’ll be watched closely for the rest of their academic lives.” I folded her robe and put it into one of the drawers that we had emptied for her use. 
 
    Parsnip kicked off her boots, and then tucked them under the bed with the tip of a toe. Her Arcane University anklet glimmered. “That’s something at least. I’m hoping they’ll consider allowing me to room with Titan next quarter. It would solve both our problems.” 
 
    I sat next to my friend on the bed. “I hope that happens, Patricia. He’s a nice guy. Until then, this place is yours. We’ll pull any strings we can for you, you know that.” 
 
    The half elf glanced down and her eyes widened. She looked over my thin summer shirt and breeches. We had been like this with each other a dozen times before bedtime, even snuggling close together before falling asleep. Perhaps this time, the high level of privacy changed things, made her mind go down paths that she was trying to avoid. “Sorch, maybe I should… I should probably let you have the room tonight, y-you have to leave in the morning and need your rest.” 
 
    I admitted, “Ames said you shouldn’t be alone tonight, and I tend to agree with my love’s assessment. Did you want to be alone?” 
 
    The word came out of her mouth immediately. “No!” Patricia took a deep breath and steeled herself for a confession. “Listen, I love and respect Ames. That’s what makes this so hard. I would never do anything to c-come between the two of you. But I feel something for you Sorch. I have a crush on you.” 
 
    I said, “I know. Ames appreciates your love and recognises your respect. That’s why you’re here, hon.” 
 
    Parsnip stared at me for a moment, before blurting out, “Did you hear what I said? I love you Sorch. M-more than as a friend.” the half elf squeezed her eyes closed, as if blocking out the world would help her get this confession out. “I know it’s stupid and I know you’re taken. Call it infatuation. But I spend an unhealthy portion of our time together imagining all of the things that we can’t do together!” 
 
    I took the opportunity to strip off my shirt. “Because you respect my relationship with Ames, and you know at the end of the day I’m always going to go back to my mate.” 
 
    The half elf opened her eyes. “Yes!” Her eyes widened as she stared at my bare, scarred green flesh. Whatever the half elf was about to say next was robbed from her mind and lips. 
 
    I reached out to tip her chin up with two of my calloused fingers. “Patricia. Those are the criteria that Ames and I insist on. As long as you understand that, the two of us can be more than just platonic friends. If that’s what you want.” 
 
    The half elf’s mouth was working, but no sounds were coming out. Sometimes the really smart people don’t know what to say when they’ve been given what they want. 
 
    I laughed softly. “I’m saying that if you understand that we’re sharing an act of friendship, there’s very little we can’t do together. Can you live with that? Is that what you want?” 
 
    Parsnip nodded, mutely and eagerly. 
 
    It was up to me to finish undressing the both of us. I allowed my friend to examine my body. Warm, soft digits traced over my scarred flesh, even as my rough hands explored every sensuous curve of the lovely half elf lass. She leaned in for a kiss, and given that my experience was mainly with felines, I just tilted my head and let the half elf dictate the terms. Her lips and tongue were soft , delicate. After nearly a minute of this new heaven, Parsnip leaned back, smiling. 
 
    I murmured, “Light on or off?” 
 
    “Off.” 
 
    I threw her thin breaches at the little wooden nub on the wall. My accuracy was rewarded. The discarded pants hung gracelessly over the source of my Light cantrip, blocking out 90 percent of the illumination. 
 
    Any aspect of Parsnip that had once been restrained was released in this new darkness. Throughout the night, I tended to my friend’s needs. If nothing else, I pride myself on being able to take instruction, particularly when the instruction was this pleasurable. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Patricia was gone by the time I awoke, her classes starting earlier than my meeting. On the writing desk, there was a nice note wishing us luck. There was even a cartoonish doodle of me and Ames at the bottom. ’Someone was chipper this morning.’ I thought to myself. 
 
    There was a second note, this one slipped under my door. It was from the Transport Guild. The last pair to arrive was going to be Toby and Tara, in some 40 minutes time. I cleaned up, swung by the kitchen to get a large tray of buttered bread and sausages, and carried said breakfast to the potion lecture hall in the East Wing. There was a mobile chalkboard outside that simply read ‘Private Event’. 
 
    Rick, Will, and Ames greeted my arrival with enthusiasm. Or I should say, they greeted the arrival of food with enthusiasm, wiping out a third of the platter in minutes. I had to defend the remainder fiercely until our minotaur companions could join us and lay claim to their share. Tara gave me a kiss on the cheek for my troubles, which made it all worthwhile. 
 
    As we all munched on what breakfast remained, Ames closed the door to the hall and then started their presentation. 
 
    “The western province is in a chaotic state. The Duke’s former lands are now in full open revolt, his former armies refusing to repatriate to Royal Moffit and many of his vassals declaring independence. There’s a level of organization between the factions and the armies, however it’s unclear who is giving the orders. We thought that it could very well be top members of the Koroth cult, but the major official church leaders are accounted for and claim no involvement.” 
 
    That grim account of open rebellion quelled any sense of mirth in the room. King Wensley Rosen and Queen Ginger Rosen were our friends and patrons. They had trusted us with not only the welfare of their family, but ultimately the salvation of the royal city itself. To hear that they were just shy of full scale war was somber news indeed. 
 
    Ames continued, “Increasingly, undead have been seen among the rebel forces; not attacking the rebels, but working alongside them. Recently longships made of bone were seen crossing the bay to the northwest of Royal Moffit. That makes the most likely culprit someone working out of the Ruins of Castle Gray or somewhere in the vicinity. The good news is, we know how it’s being done.” 
 
    The were-cat relayed the confession of Prince Klovis Monteeg, the Pandemonium lordling that we had captured. It was the same information that Max had handed to me earlier. 
 
    “The bad news is, we don’t know what mortal forces are in charge of directing this wave of negative energy along the ley lines. We’re one of many groups investigating the source of these undead waves. Reports have come in from places as remote as Glasson and The Shore. We’re only responsible for finding out what in the heck is going on near Castle Gray.” 
 
    The feline passed a small, hand drawn map to Will. He glanced at it and then passed it around. Each of us was careful not to get any sausage grease on it. 
 
    Ames said, “A small detachment of the Royal Moffit navy can ferry our group across the bay, but then we’ll be on our own. As soon as we find out who is calling the shots and eliminate them, one of our mages will use the Max’s Message spell to contact General Coleton. Then we all get back to the beach for pick up. The Queen has approved compensation of 2,500 gold. Each.” 
 
    “Holy lizard crap.” 
 
    Everyone turned to stare at me, even as I realized that I had been the one to make that exclamation. 
 
    Toby turned back to Ames and agreed, in a more eloquent way. “Sorch is correct in his, rather succinct, assessment. This must be both incredibly risky and incredibly important to warrant such a massive bounty.” 
 
    Rick chimed in, grimly, “We’re being asked to investigate the source of an undead army in one of the most hostile parts of Panos. I would expect a king’s ransom as a reward, and that’s what we’re being offered.” 
 
    There was silence for a while. We each contemplated the massive bounty and the potential for disaster. 
 
    Ames paced, slowly. The were-cat started thinking aloud. “This kind of reward could draw an even more experienced team of adventurers. That means they’re being paid a greater sum elsewhere, potentially on a mission of even more importance.” 
 
    I cleared my throat, “Or they thought it was a suicide mission. Master Max told me in no uncertain terms that we had the right to refuse this mission. It was his way of warning me that this would be exceedingly dangerous. He may be many things, but Max doesn’t want to get us killed.” 
 
    Tara spoke up, “It’s starting to sound like the longer we wait, the more likely it is that undead overrun the southlands. I’m not sure our personal safety can factor into this. A wave of bone and rotting flesh is rolling across Panos. Eventually there will be nowhere left to run.” 
 
    We all started looking at each other. There was one nod, then another. Tara’s wisdom could not be denied. Silently, we all came to an agreement. 
 
    Ames started to gather up their things. “I’ll sign the charter and drop it off with Max. We’ll have a priority teleportation available within 20 minutes.” 
 
    We changed into travel-appropriate clothes and gear, right there in the potions classroom. There was no modesty amongst adventurers. We engaged in small talk as the five of us headed back towards the reception hall. Rick bemoaned the fact that he wouldn’t be here to see ‘his’ students’ final efforts. I promised to let him ride around on my Flat Mule on Midterm day. Will giggled at that. 
 
    Toby and Tara seemed quite close now. It was an easy union, unlike that of myself and Ames. And yet it was a demonstrative relationship, very unlike that of Rick and Will. The two had a healthy dynamic, though I wouldn’t enjoy it myself. It was slightly too sweet for my tastes. I wouldn’t trade the kind of fire-and-ice relationship that I shared with my were-cat for anything in the world. 
 
    Speaking of my were-cat, Ames joined us at the Circle of Transport a few minutes after we arrived. The feline said, “We’re all set. Word is being sent ahead. Apparently a familiar face will be waiting to escort us to wherever it is we need to go.” 
 
    Toby asked Ames, “Does that mean Ginger is bringing us peaches?” 
 
    The feline snorted. “I doubt it. But if she does, I get first dibs.” 
 
    Our party was announced, allowing us to cut the queue of visitors and vendors awaiting a transport home. The six of us stepped onto the inlaid copper plate. We had barely come to a halt before we were suddenly elsewhere. 
 
    The last time that I had arrived at the Temple of Omi-Suteth in Royal Moffit, it was dark and overcast. I didn’t get to see the stark beauty of the arrival area. Rather than a green garden, seen at so many other teleportation destinations, this temple had opted for a rock garden. Stunning boulders and rock spires could be seen all around us, with origins spanning the entire face of Panos: Volcanic glass, white granite, elven crystals, stately pumice, petrified wood quartz, even perforated sandstone. The large displays flanked a marble path that led to the temple’s back gate. 
 
    Will reminded me, “Sorch.” He gestured to my neck and mimed pulling something. It took me a moment to register the suggestion, but finally I tugged my hood up to hide my orcish features. My hands were covered as I was already wearing my new gloves, eagerly looking for an excuse to use their special ability. 
 
    Toby laughed when he saw who was waiting for us, and embraced the large, ebony skinned human warmly. Archie Lee, now a Lieutenant, was on hand to escort us to the Royal docks. We walked as the guard talked. After the big man and the minotaur had caught up, Lieutenant Lee told us about the aftermath of the battle that had led to my capture, and the ongoing rebuilding efforts in and around Royal Moffitt. 
 
    “It was hell for the first few weeks. I shouldn’t say that. I know that your actions literally prevented hell on Panos, but the short term suffering was pretty bad. We lost a lot of people in the Guard, but three times as many citizens were killed, and thousands injured. I honestly thought that the pain would never end, that this was our world now. But the people of the royal city did not break. They rallied. The dead were buried, and then came the masons. The wood workers. The priests and nuns for healing. And the bakers and butchers helped to feed us all. Soon every man, woman, and child was pitching in. In all my days, I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    Royal Moffit was certainly not the same city that I had left a few months ago. Although the rebuilding efforts had started soon after the magical assault feeding the Arcane Syphons had ended, they were by no means complete. Brand new stone work lay next to the ashes of a home or business that had yet to achieve restoration. Once-fancy inns had responded to the tragedy by opening their doors, and some of them decided to remain more humble establishments, at least until the rebuilding efforts were complete. Everything was still two stories tall, but memorial flags fluttered high above several of the structures, showing support for both the city and the royal family. 
 
    Duke Harrington’s betrayal and the massive arcane damage that had followed was just one of the factors at play. There were a lot less people in the streets now. Lieutenant Lee explained why. 
 
    “The people were angry, and they needed someone to blame. We had thought that the Duke’s people had been routed and would scatter after their plot failed. But that wasn’t the case. Armies that were meant to protect his lands and the lands that he granted to his loyal followers banded together. They stood in open revolt. The people of Royal Moffit were enraged. Now we take hundreds of new recruits into the militia every day. Most of them end up serving in defensive regiments closer to home, but they’re out there. Tens of thousands of our people, standing up to the bastards that did this to them. Makes me proud to be part of it all.” 
 
    We made our way through the sketchy part of the city just outside the docks. Although nobody in their right mind would try to hassle a full adventuring troupe escorted by an officer of the royal guard, we still maintained a high alert. I pulled down my hood to have better visibility. Ames took the lead and disappeared around a corner. I caught a quick glimpse of my feline on the rooftop of an abandoned warehouse, and then they were gone. We didn’t see the were-cat again for ten minutes, until the party was clear of the area. When the last of the run down buildings was behind us, Ames casually strolled out of the adjacent guard shack and fell back into stride with the rest of the party. 
 
    We were standing in front of the restricted section of the docks, serving only military and royal ships. Lee held a brief discussion with the gate guard, showed him some official papers, and we were allowed inside of the fenced perimeter. I received a scowl from the guard. I hadn’t pulled my hood back up. Rather than doing so, I offered the grizzled veteran a broad smile and a bob of my head. That didn’t seem to help matters, so I moved on quickly. 
 
    The grand caravel that we were approaching was called the ‘Bishop’s Mishap’. She was a three masted ship, probably displacing around 70 tons. She was a troop transport and heavy recon ship. The Bishop’s Mishap sported no guns, but had four light ballista mounted on the main deck, two to port and two to starboard. By foregoing the weight of cannons, cannonballs, and blackpowder, the ship would have speed on her side. Not to mention that some fraction of the soldiers that the ship was carrying would be trained archers. I had seen similar configurations back when I had my dockside apartment in Limt, and they fared quite well. I imagined that as long as she was not under direct assault by a warship of some kind, the Bishop’s Mishap would be just fine. 
 
    The ship departed at around noon, and the six of us were shown to our quarters. It wasn’t a surprise that we would be sharing a single cabin. In fact, the cabin in question would be considered generously sized for six humans. But not so much for four normal sized creatures and two minotaurs. We cleared out everything except for some of the bedding, in order to make enough space for our big friends to slumber. As the crew hauled away the extra cots and hammocks, we mocked up the sleeping arrangements. Even with our packs hanging from the hooks that used to host hammocks, Toby and Tara had to serve as pillows in order for us all to fit. It was going to be a ‘cozy’ voyage. 
 
    We mages managed to get some rest while Toby, Tara, and Ames made themselves useful on deck. Despite being a feline, Ames secretly loved the sea. The cat once admitted to me that they were a top notch swimmer. I wasn’t too surprised, my mate excelled in activities that required physical grace and sustained concentration. 
 
    After my midday memorization and intellect enhancement, I took a turn up on deck. Sadly, the horizon was getting foggy. The sailing master mentioned that he expected the fog to get worse rather than better. Upon seeing my disappointment, he pointed upwards towards the crow’s nest and offered to let me have a look from there. I passed. 
 
    The man said, “Ain’t no way this fog should be happening, not this time o’ year. My fathers and their fathers charted wind and weather in the bay fer sixty years. What yer seein’ here is an abomination. Means the water’s far too cold fer this time of year. And she’s risin’. Ports all over Panos are raisin’ their docks because of it. Ain’t natural. Maybe you adventurin’ types can look into _that_ instead of yer silly quests fer some lost skull of some stupid critter nobody’s ever heard of.” 
 
    I assured him that I wouldn’t look for any strange skulls until his mystery had been addressed. 
 
    Regarding the fog getting worse, the sailing master was right. By the time dusk had arrived, a thick shroud of sea-bound clouds surrounded the Bishop’s Mishap. We had intentionally slowed our progress, despite experiencing fair winds. The captain didn’t like barreling through the water at speed when he couldn’t see more than a few boat lengths ahead of him. I couldn’t blame him. 
 
    The crew was being more cautious with their own tasks. Not only was low visibility a factor, but the moisture clinging to every surface of the ship without any sun to burn it away was a danger in and of itself. They treated all duties as in if it were already nighttime; because effectively, it was. 
 
    I had been listening to the boatswain’s amusing but frankly smutty and blasphemous story about how the ship got her name. The man swore to me that this was a true tale, on the graves of his ancestors. I think it was just an excuse to get a fictional clergyman in more and more ridiculous and pornographic situations. He was up to the part where the blindfolded bishop was being led into a field of sheep, and his narrative was still gaining steam. But the boatswain was interrupted by a cry from above. 
 
    “Avast ye, to stern! Hands to deck!” 
 
    The lookout had spotted something, possibly with the aid of a spyglass. It took another half of a minute before my eyes were able to make anything out. By then it was far too close for my comfort. 
 
    Behind us, looming in the fog, was another ship. It was well disguised for the foggy environment, seeming to be made from white timber of some sort. The other ship was traveling perpendicular to us and drifting slightly away, but they started to turn once they spotted us. 
 
    The keen eyes of the lookout, or perhaps the spyglass once again, resulted in an alarming announcement. “Skeleton ship!” 
 
    It was the captain’s bellow that came through the fog next. “Prepare to be boarded lads, we’re not going to outrun that. Defense crews, midship then go where yer told!” 
 
    I made my way towards the center of the main deck. Luckily, two minotaurs standing next to one another were easier to see in the fog than my other companions. Rick and Will had come up from below to see what the fuss was about. They found Toby and Tara just as I had. A paw on my shoulder told me that Ames’ keen nose had sniffed us out as well. 
 
    The captain was ordering groups to their stations when his eyes fell on us. He paused for a moment, clearly not used to having a group of adventurers as part of his battle plans. “Can ye folk hold the spot between the ballistae?” 
 
    Ames answered, “You bet your ass we can.” Always the diplomat. 
 
    The feline’s answer brought the briefest of grins to the captain’s haggard face. “Go!” 
 
    We made our way to the rail between the two big bolt throwers. As the skeleton ship swung around to draw parallel to our ship, I immediately saw what the main issue was going to be: 
 
    Density. 
 
    Imagine for a moment that you could crew a ship with the undead. They don’t need to eat, so no storage was needed for food or water. They don’t need to sleep so no need for bedding. In fact you could scrap beds or cots of any kind. They don’t care about personal space or hygiene. They don’t get bored. A skeleton with a couple of weapons still weighs far less than a man. Assuming you kept lanes clear to reach sails and steering mechanisms, you could literally stand them up chest to back until you ran out of room. 
 
    There had to be over 1,000 skeletons on that ship. 
 
    A shiver ran up my spine. I realized that if they were allowed to flow across onto this ship, everyone onboard would die within minutes. “Keep them from boarding, we need to disable them and get distance!” I yelled. 
 
    A volley of arrows, sling stones, and javelins rained in from the other ship, causing us to duck below the railing and our minotaur companions to raise their shields. There were a couple of cries from elsewhere on the ship before the captain’s order came down: “Return fire!” 
 
    The discipline of the Royal Moffit soldiers and sailors was profound. They knew that arrows would do very little to skeletons, so the projectiles were dipped in pitch and set ablaze. The much larger targets of the three enemy sails were designated. Quite a few minor fires were started. The undead crew was a bit slow to put them all out. The more holes in sails, the better our chances of fleeing when the time came. 
 
    As distinct targets came into view, the ballistae fired. One of the bolts plowed through half a dozen undead before sticking into the bone deck of our foes’ ship. The other removed two or three skulls before sailing high. Each crew of three hurried to reload, though it would take them over half a minute to do so. 
 
    The ships were about fifteen paces away now, but I didn’t feel that the time was right to fire off my own magic. Many of the spells I had prepared were meant for living or individual targets, and I imagined that Will and Rick were having the same issue. Magic Missiles weren’t going to do much more than dispose of a single skeleton either. The three of us waited for a better opportunity. 
 
    “Hooks!” 
 
    I’m not certain who shouted the warning, but 60 or perhaps 70 grappling hooks arced over from the other ship. Around half of them fell short, but the rest dug into the rails. We were tethered together, and being pulled closer by dozens of tireless arms. 
 
    All along the railing, soldiers hacked at the ropes that were binding our ship to the enemy vessel. But some of the grappling hooks were attached to medium grades of chain, which were far harder to break. Toby didn’t have this issue, however. The Axe of McGrondle made short work of rope, chain, even the eye-hooks on the grapples themselves. Toby couldn’t be everywhere, however. The grapples that had been missed the first time would be reeled back in and recast, locking the two ships together from bow to stern. 
 
    More projectiles rained in as the massive swarm of undead started to crawl across the taut chain links and the surviving ropes. After the ducking had ended, Will took out rod and fur and faced the bow of our ship. When the climbing undead had covered half the distance between the ships, the small human unleashed his Lightning Bolt. The energy tore apart some of the skeletons, while coursing through the metal links of the chains and arcing to even more of the fiends. Several ropes snapped and unravelled, saving our crew precious time that would have otherwise been spent cutting us free. 
 
    Elsewhere on the ship, some of the intruders were making it across. Tara hurried towards the stern to help stem the tide. I sent a Force Bolt towards one of the grappling hooks on the far side of the ballista crew. The chain snapped, plunging three of the undead who were in the process of climbing across into the churning sea below. Rick made an icy portal appear in the side of the ship, and heavy balls of snow and hail struck down two climbers astern of us, causing them to fall before they reached their destination. 
 
    It was then that I noticed that Ames was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    I ducked below the level of the railing and looked around anxiously. Not a hint of the feline anywhere. The were-cat hadn’t fallen overboard, I would have seen something. I grit my teeth, knowing that I just had to trust my mate to be where they were most needed and survive the ordeal. 
 
    I stood back up just as the ballistae fired again, crushing some of the sea of undead that were reeling the two ships together. But the second volley of grappling hooks, most of them attached to chain this time, arced over the shorter distance and bit into the wooden railing. Toby lifted his buckler, exposing the holy symbol worked into the steel, and shouted. There was a surge of light in the fog and a wave of the creatures seemed to simply fall apart. Even as the disjunction of bones rained into the bay, a second wave emanated from where Tara stood, astern of us. The battle on the deck was won for the moment. 
 
    But that wouldn’t matter soon. The chains connecting the two ships were now scantly five paces long. Relentlessly, the skeletons pulled us in. Soon the undead would be able to leap the distance, and soon after that simply walk from rail to rail.  
 
    “Toby!” 
 
    The sound of Ames’ voice cut through the fog and unknotted the fear that had wound around my guts. The cat emerged from the darkness, helping some of the crew roll a large cask towards us. A similar cask was being rolled to Tara further astern, and to a couple of burly humans towards the bow. The cat and the captain had hatched a plan together. 
 
    Toby seemed to get the idea. He wedged the Axe of McGrondle into the deck for the moment. Will kept the immediate area clear with a Fan of Flame that burned away two of the undead that were trying to cross closest to us. The minotaur lifted the heavy cask above his head and hurled it across the gap with a grunt of effort. It shattered and the scent of rum filled the air as it washed over the skeleton ship’s deck. Rick and I started casting spells, having figured out what the master plan must be. Tara’s cask was the next to break, and then that of the two human strongmen.  
 
    “Fire!” 
 
    My spell happened to finish just as the captain gave the order, not that it mattered. The Acid Bolt fired high at the enemy’s mainsail, impacting at top and dripping down, leaving massive holes that would be impossible to repair on short notice. The next volley of pitch soaked arrows started to arc through the air, in an attempt to ignite the alcohol soaked ship. 
 
    Rick had other, more explosive plans. 
 
    The tall human’s Fireball blossomed amidship. Instead of burning with no force, it ignited the three casks worth of rum and created a torrent of hellfire that washed over the length and breadth of the undead vessel. Skeletons exploded in the heat. The bottoms of sails ignited. Our eyebrows were nearly singed off from the proximity to the ferocious immolation. 
 
    A combination of the drain from my orcish curse and the very real fear that the fire might spread to my hair caused me to fall to my knees and take shelter behind the railing. Ames, Will, and Rick followed suit. There was a snapping sound as the bulk of a minotaur passed by. Toby had taken up the Axe of McGrondle once more and was quickly slicing through all of the chains connecting the two ships before the enemy could recover from their devastating and fiery setback. By the time he cut through the final chain, Tara and the sailors had mopped up the last of the undead waves that had made it aboard the Bishop’s Mishap. 
 
    Soon the wind took our intact sails and made them taut. The same wind did very little for our enemy’s burning, perforated, and acid scarred sails. A parting volley from our ballistae tore through the skeleton ship’s mizzen, for good measure. I watched the unearthly glow of several hundred cooking skeletons. Even through the fog, we would be able to see that blaze for a mile. We left the enemy to burn, sink, or drift. 
 
    The minotaurs did what they could for the wounded. There was a fledgling lizardman druid on board as well, who was also able to help two of the more severe cases to survive. She was also quite adept at bandaging and herbalism. Between her efforts, the minotaurs’ divine and mundane healing talents, and the battlefield medics that had survived, everyone was tended to. The soldiers and the crew had suffered 15 losses, and nearly two score wounded. 
 
    The four of us who couldn’t help with the injured crew instead helped with the wounded ship. We pried out the multitude of grappling hooks still attached to the Bishop’s Mishap, and coiled up any attached rope or chain that was dangling into the bay. The ship’s drag was reduced significantly by the time we had finished. We cast Light cantrips in key places so that the work area was well illuminated after the sun finished sinking behind the horizon. Then the four of us cleared the way for the crew to effect any repairs that they could make to the scarred and damaged wood. 
 
    I did a quick self assessment, as was my habit after any serious spellcasting. The intellect drain had hit me harder than it should have for the number and the power of spells that I had cast. I would be fine after an evening enhancement, but it raised an interesting and exciting possibility. Did preparedness and technique have an effect on how much the Curse of Glogur the Defiant drained one’s mind? Did that mean positive preparation and technique could actually minimize the drain? I made some notes in my spellbook , calling for further study in a safer environment. I’d have to coordinate with Max at some point. 
 
    After an informal dinner of salted and steamed halibut, the captain thanked us for our service and told us to get some rest. The six of us weren’t complaining about the tight quarters when we went back below decks. In fact there were no complaints about any subject. It was a relief to have everyone in our party uninjured after a battle, just this once. Besides, there were some benefits to all being in the same small room. The shared body heat helped to fight off the bone-chilling effect that constant sea spray has upon the humanoid body. Sailing through the ceaseless fog had drenched us as well. We hung our clothes from the wooden pegs along the walls, hoping that they would be somewhat drier in the morning. Wrapped in blankets, with a total of three fuzzy creatures to pillow up against, rest came relatively easy. 
 
    We woke the next morning drier and much hotter. Two minotaurs and a were-cat had turned our little room into an oven. Someone had cracked the cabin door open before I awoke, thank the gods. Overnight, our hung clothing had gone from damp, to steamy, to dry and crisp. 
 
    Eager to escape, the two minotaurs and Ames went to find food, leaving the mages to study. We tailored our spells towards the undead this time, as that was likely all we would encounter once we reached our destination. My feline returned eventually, bearing fish-rolls. Rick, Will, and myself munched on our breaded breakfast, careful not to get crumbs in our spellbooks. 
 
    Our arsenal of magic wasn’t needed at all that day. The wind had shifted, eliminating the fog but also slowing our progress. We skillfully tacked into the strong breeze, but the captain estimated that our arrival would be delayed until the evening hours. We helped out when we could, allowing more of the crew to prepare for their upcoming beachhead operation. After we were to be dropped off, the crew planned to sail east for a short while to allow the soldiers to establish a forward position halfway between Limt and Castle Gray. The next ship would bring support staff, priests, and mages that would allow the soldiers to relay intelligence back to the generals of the southern armies. 
 
    I spent some time with the Captain himself, who outlined the vast scale of the task at hand. He said, “Reckon that the hardest part is water. Can’t rightly get so many priests that they can witch-up what we need inna day. Fer all we know, they’ll need all that prayin’ to help with wounded. Nope. Gotta build boilers.” 
 
    I asked, “What kind of boilers?” 
 
    The Captain said, “Big rock domes. Ya boil seawater, let the steam hit the top where it’s cool. Steam turns to drops. Fresh water trickles down th’ sides and into gutters. Pour the sludgy brine back in the ocean, start all over ‘gain. ‘Tween that and th’ clerics, we’ll do fine.” 
 
    Later that day, I was privy to a perspective from all the way at the bottom of the chain of command. I had been helping to pull up the net that would hopefully contain the evening catch. The private that was hauling in the other side didn’t seem very optimistic. 
 
    The young human explained, “We have a big basket. Call it a creel. When we pull in for the night, it’s supposed to be around four creel to a net. Not seen more than two and a half since I started. Old timers say it’s a sign of the end-times.” 
 
    I recalled a conversation I had once overheard, on my way to a bounty. “A farmer I once met said that the end of all days would be about the old gods fighting with the new gods, and forgetting about us in the process.” 
 
    That little piece of insight did _not_ seem to cheer the lad up. And he was right about the fishing: Two and a half creel were filled. 
 
    Two hours after dusk, we were told to get ready to disembark. Ames meticulously went over our inventory, making sure that we had left nothing behind. Then we boarded the two rowboats, which had already been packed with food and water for our journey. When we were settled the captain gave the order. Our two boats were winched down into the relatively calm waters, and then the ropes were recovered as we were set free. After Tara had taken up the oars, I watched that sleek grand caravel pull away, cutting smoothly through the waters of the bay. 
 
    I must have been staring at that indescribably sexy ship for a long time, because Ames felt the need to flick my ear. 
 
    My mate asked, “What are you thinking about?” 
 
    I murmured, “Stuff and things.” Secretly, I was calculating if I would have enough gold for my boat. If we survived. 
 
    It was a ten minute row to the rocky shore, made by moonlight. In any other situation, it might have been romantic. But soon it was time to get our feet wet. We not only pulled the boats onto the beach, we pulled them right into the small cave that the scouts had promised would be there. We used the canvas tarpaulins that would normally cover the boats to instead obscure the mouth of the cave. Once that was done, Ames went back outside to cover our tracks. No prying undead eyes or eyeholes could detect us after that. 
 
    After lighting a small fire, we tried our best to engage in normal adventuring banter. However it was absolutely clear that neither Rick nor Will had the right kind of temperament for tales of derring-do. Toby shared a concerned look with me. I simply shook my head a little, letting him know that this wasn’t the time to confront them about their mood. I knew that the humans were reluctant participants at best right now, probably more motivated by their greater obligation to the world than any kind of adventurous spirit. 
 
    As we huddled close under the same blanket, Ames quietly asked if I knew what was wrong with the humans. Knowing that the feline was in charge of the expedition and that they would need to deal with any emotional fallout or lapse in morale, I explained the impact that Pandemonium made on the minds of our friends. The feline looked both sad and worried as I related the gist of Will’s emotional confession. The were-cat promised to carefully broach the subject tomorrow. At my worried look, the feline insisted that they would use some tact. 
 
    Even though this would likely be the last relatively comfortable and safe snuggling session for Ames and myself for some time, we fell asleep fairly early. The plan was to start scouting out our surroundings and the nearby cliffside township at the break of dawn. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    The morning brought light but not warmth. 
 
    I’m not certain if we were experiencing the same sort of malaise that we felt on our caravan trip through these lands last year, but something was certainly making things unseasonably cold. Although it was reasonable for the dawn sun to need a number of hours to give us her full warmth, it felt like midnight rather than morning. 
 
    We had taken what supplies we needed and left the rest in the cave to facilitate the return trip. One would assume that the General, once contacted via Max’s Message, would send his closest and fastest ship to get us. However we had no idea how close or how fast that ship would be, so stockpiling a few days worth of supplies was a wise thing to do. 
 
    Moving up the rocky shore was annoying. Scaling the steep paths that led up to the cliffside village was arduous. Once we had all made it to the top, it was still over a thousand paces before we reached the first building that we wished to investigate. 
 
    Will was uncharacteristically quiet. By contrast, Rick was complaining far more vocally than normal. Comments about stiff legs and rocks in boots were quite unusual coming from the stoic human. 
 
    I jokingly asked if the tall man wanted to ride around on a Flat Mule, as had been promised. 
 
    Rick snapped, “Very funny. We’ll probably still be crawling around this gods forsaken place when the students start their midterms, and I’ll miss the payoff for all that hard work.” 
 
    Ames and I glanced at each other. I gently informed the man, “Rick. It’s Early Fall of the year 2718, day 1. Midterms were yesterday.” 
 
    The human slowed his pace. He eventually came to a stop, and the rest of us followed suit. “It can’t be. We were just…” he trailed off and looked at Will. The smaller mage shook his head a little bit, seeming lost himself. 
 
    I put my big gloved hand on Rick’s shoulder. “We met the day after midweek. The trip here took all of that day and the next. So when we woke up it was Fall.” 
 
    The man sighed and shook his head. “You’re right. Yeah.” He started walking again, allowing my hand to fall from his shoulder without further comment. Will looked worried. I tousled his dirty blond hair and murmured assurances that everything would be fine. 
 
    But Ames wasn’t going to leave it at that. 
 
    I looped an arm around the smaller human’s back to give him that extra bit of support. Once we were moving again, the were-cat asked, “Will, Rick. I just wanted to make sure that everything was alright. You were both excellent during the ship-to-ship battle, but this area is known to wear on the mind. So let us know if you need anything. We’re here to help.” 
 
    I was impressed. For once Ames had summoned a fair amount of tact. I had to wonder how many times the were-cat practiced that in their head. 
 
    Rick snorted and waved off the suggestion. “We’re fine.” 
 
    But right on the tail end of that sound, Will said, “We need help.” 
 
    We all came to a stop once again. 
 
    Rick stared at his partner. “Will, please.” 
 
    The younger human shook his head. “No, they need to know. We need help. Being trapped in another dimension wasn’t just some kind of adventure. It was mind warping, soul crushing.” 
 
    Rick set his jaw firmly, muscles tense. But he wasn’t disagreeing. 
 
    Will continued, “So yeah, especially in a place like this, please check up on us. Sorch, what you had our padre do for us was really thoughtful. Stopping by to see us like that. It helped.” 
 
    I frowned a little. “That was supposed to be an anonymous request.” 
 
    The small mage had to laugh. “Pretty obvious Sorch, when the visits started to happen right after I talked to you. But it was sweet, and appreciated.” 
 
    Ames nodded. “We’ll check up on you regularly, don’t worry. Hey, it’s almost like we have a party full of minotaurs. We’ll check how everyone is feeling three times a day without fail.” 
 
    The were-cat and I glanced over at Tara and Toby, only to see them looking quite sad. 
 
    The feline threw their arms in the air. “It was a joke! Come on.” 
 
    Tara managed a sad little smile. “We’re not upset with you dear. We’re upset that we didn’t see the needs of our small human friends sooner.” 
 
    Toby rumbled, “Will, Rick, I’m sorry. I did my best to protect you in that place. Had I known what was happening to you… well I’m honestly not sure what we could have done differently. Perhaps talked more.” 
 
    Rick broke his silence. “You kept us alive in there, which was a monumental task. There was nothing you could have done about the hallucinogens in the food, the cruelty of the place.” 
 
    Will sighed and started to walk. We all quickly followed his lead. 
 
    The small human said, “Let me relate a story that seemed to bring it into perspective for our bishop back home. We were walking over a vast craggy landscape. It was solid stone, no food anywhere. Toby figured that we had to get out of this valley, because there was something hunting us and we were out of mushrooms. This group of scaled, fanged monkeys had been relentless though. They would do nothing but hit and run, try to stop us from sleeping.” 
 
    Toby started nodding, remembering the incident. Rick’s face, on the other hand, remained fixed on the horizon. He was probably blocking it out. 
 
    The smaller human continued, “There was a steep hill in front of us, but it was climbable. The snake monkey things didn’t seem to have an interest in following us. We were hungry and tired, but we made it to the top.” 
 
    Will paused. He had to clear his throat a couple of times before he could go on. 
 
    “From this height we could see everything. Or maybe it was some kind of spectral vision granted to us in an attempt to drive us insane. When we looked back, we realized that we had actually been climbing out of a rough stone bowl. It was massive, tens of thousands of paces wide. We were standing on the lip of it and looking down on a colossal stone table, complete with knives and forks the size of entire cities. We found mushrooms growing in the tines of the fork that was perched on the edge of our bowl. It took us over a day to climb down the giant utensil while we were addled and having demonic visions from the poisoned food. I thought that I had fallen off and died four times. No. I had _hoped_ that I’d fallen off and died.” 
 
    Rick reached out suddenly and grasped Will’s shoulder, his knuckles white. “No.” he said. “No.” 
 
    Toby had to pry Rick’s fingers from Will’s shoulder. The smaller human would have a nasty bruise from his partner’s panicked grip. 
 
    We walked most of the rest of the way to the cliffside town in silence. Then the taller human started speaking. His voice was only half registering, as in if he was in a dream state. 
 
    Rick murmured, “We haven’t really recovered. Neither of us. It’s been months since I’ve felt safe. Or normal. What am I saying? I don’t even know what _normal_ is anymore. Weirdly this, this right here, being on an adventure seems to be the most sane and real thing that has happened to me in a long time. When I was being drained by that vampire I thought to myself, ‘Is there any difference really?’. If life is like this, how bad could unlife be? But then I thought of Will and how he’d be alone. Neither of us should be alone.” 
 
    Will reached out silently. They held each other’s hands as they walked. 
 
    Rick continued, “I want to be done with the injury, the hurt, the risk. I know it’s my world and I need to protect it. But this is my Will, too. If the world is saved but Will is lost, to me… to me that’s not acceptable. It may be time for others to save the world and let Will and I take care of each other.” 
 
    We all expressed our support, and I believed that all of us meant it when we said they should do what was best for them. 
 
    Toby was the last to voice his support, “Whether you decide to continue running your shop, or teach at the University, or whatever legacy you choose to leave, I know that the world will be a better place because of what the two of you have done, and what you’ll continue to do in the future. At some point all of us need to step back and train the next generation. We need to provide for them and teach them how to do things properly.“ 
 
    Toby’s words struck a chord in me. Instinctively I looked at Tara. I didn’t know how I knew, but I stated with complete certainty, “You’re pregnant.” 
 
    Both minotaurs stared at me like I was some kind of mindreading witch. The humans saw that reaction and were genuinely surprised themselves. 
 
    Ames had a different reaction. The feline fell into a crouch. “Stop. Ears up, butts down.” 
 
    Quickly, all of us laid on our bellies in the middle of the dusty road. The were-cat was given complete silence. Those perked, white triangular ears swiveled. That whiskered nose twitched. Then the feline fixed on something and silently pointed a claw down the road. 
 
    We were still over 50 paces from the first dilapidated building, but Ames had made a great catch from this distance. Shuffling around towards the far side of the structure was a single figure. It seemed to stop, stoop, pause, and then stand up to shuffle to the next location. Then it did the same thing all over again. 
 
    I murmured, “What’s it doing?” 
 
    Ames hissed back, “Watering plants that aren’t there with water it doesn’t have.” 
 
    The stiffness and mechanical nature of the creature pointed towards one culprit: Zombification. It wasn’t unusual for certain undead to carry on with their lives as if nothing had happened. At least insofar as their new limited capacity allowed. 
 
    Eventually the zombie seemed to finish its ‘watering’. It set down the rusted can and slowly ambled deeper into the town. We waited until Ames gave the all-clear, and then stood and brushed ourselves off. The six of us quickly closed the distance between our location and the ruined structure. 
 
    Over a century ago, this might have been some kind of garden or flower shop. Other than the undead mimicry of a daily watering routine, other clues contributed to this conclusion. There were counters and some kind of large central display space. Outside, weathered rocks demarcated several small plots of land. Regardless, anything of value or probative interest had decayed long ago. 
 
    Ames peered out of the paneless front window. “The ley line passes right through this area. But if we don’t see any signs of actual necromancers or recent activity on a military scale, we move on. We can push inland. Somewhere on that ley line, we’ll find our gateway.” 
 
    We agreed to set a time limit to our exploration. If we had nothing by late afternoon, we would put some distance between ourselves and this place before the sun set. That would give us a chance to find a safe place to camp and hide away from the additional dangers that could manifest at night. 
 
    We followed in the footsteps of the flower-zombie, cresting the ridge before walking down towards the main portion of the township. What we discovered beggared belief. 
 
    The entire town, hundreds of former people, had been zombified. But the truly strange part is that they apparently hadn’t realized it. Every one of the ‘townsfolk’ went about their business like it was a normal day. Presumably, one of these zombies was a housewife picking up meat from the butcher. Another perhaps a philandering husband sneaking out to be with his zombie mistress. A third was going to the cooper to pick up a barrel that had been repaired. But the mockery of living was carried on without a breath being drawn or a word being spoken. Toby mentioned that he appreciated the artistry of it all, but even Tara was a little appalled by the concept of unliving performance art. 
 
    It was our cleric that discovered the second strange detail of our new zombie town. A zombie walked out of a pitch dark home, ran right into the startled minotaur… and then kept on walking like nothing had happened. Tara was completely ignored by the zombies. Further experimentation showed that this blissful ignorance of the living applied to each and every one of us. Zombies would simply walk around us and then slowly correct their course to get back to whatever eternal task they had been assigned. 
 
    Toby said, “I detect no evil from any of these poor creatures. Even sitting on the ley line, they are apparently undirected and uncontrolled. At least by anything with malicious intent.” 
 
    Tara agreed, “I had prayed for a Minor Portent divination, in case we got close to our goal but needed more guidance. I believe that Melflavin will happily provide some direction, given the extra-planar influence that has come to bear on this situation. However if we’re confident that this place is ‘innocent’ enough, I’ll make my inquiry tonight before we bed down. Get us pointed in the right direction.” 
 
    We continued our coverage of the town well into the afternoon. Given how free we were to move around, the party would complete a full survey of the area well before our deadline. 
 
    The academic in Will wanted to study these creatures further. As we finished our exploration, he and Rick were discussing the possibility of getting an Arcane University grant to fund a broad expedition staffed by experts in necromancy and the afterlife. 
 
    As I opened the gate to what looked like a small temple, I called over, “Don’t forget a botanist to study the habits of our flower zombie.” I turned to my left, crouched, and scooted forward a bit in order to examine the writing on one of the ancient gravestones. 
 
    That’s when everything stopped. 
 
    Every zombie in the town halted, and their heads swiveled in my direction.  
 
    Tara, standing just outside the gate, followed the undead gazes until she saw me crouched by a gravestone. “Oh gods. Sorch, they can see you because you stepped on consecrated ground.” 
 
    I quickly hopped up and ran back to the street. By then zombies had lifted their arms towards me, jaws hanging open in silent screams. 
 
    Ames made the executive decision. “Run.” 
 
    Toby came over to stand by my side. “Do you think they’ll-” 
 
    Whatever thought the paladin was having got cut off as several hundred zombies charged towards our position. 
 
    Ames shouted, louder, “Run!” 
 
    Rick and Will were probably the slowest runners, but they were also over a dozen paces ahead of us, having started to run when Ames first said so. They were heading northeast. That seemed like as good of a direction as any, so the four of us remaining sprinted after our wise human friends. 
 
    We were gaining some distance between ourselves and the angered undead horde, but there was a catch: They would never get tired. They would ignore a twisted ankle. The word ‘relentless’ came to mind. 
 
    When we had caught up with the human mages, Ames ordered us to slow down a bit. 
 
    “Pace yourselves. Just maintain the gap.” 
 
    We had a good twenty paces over the closest of our unliving pursuers, and a brisk jog was all we needed in order not to lose any ground. The main issue was that the terrain inland was dusty, featureless. We couldn’t maintain a jog forever. 
 
    Toby panted openly as we approached a slow moving, murky brook that any of us could easily hop over. He and Tara were wearing the heaviest armor, and the pace was starting to wear on their big, muscular frames. “Might need to stop. Defend Tara. Get Portent to find nearest safe place.” 
 
    There was a stone wall up ahead in the distance, likely some kind of property barrier. I pointed. “At least. Backs protected. There.” 
 
    Ames hopped over the little brook. “OK.” was our leader’s brief consent. 
 
    We all made the jump, clearing the slowly moving water, though none of us matched the were-cat’s level of grace. About twenty paces later, I heard Rick say, “Wait!” 
 
    We skidded to a stop, worried that something might have happened to our human friend. But he had stopped and was pointing back at the brook. 
 
    The zombies had halted as well. They were all looking down at the tiny stream, but none of them even attempted to cross. It was like they were staring down into an infinite abyss. The hapless creatures behind them had also come to a stop, all of them well short of the water’s edge. 
 
    Then, with a sudden calmness, the zombie horde turned and started shuffling back towards their town. Apparently they had better things to do and more important places to be. 
 
    Will hunched over, hands planted firmly on bent knees as the little human tried to catch his breath. “Betting that’s. Old property line. And township. Ends there.” 
 
    Tara had an alternate theory, “Might be. Freshwater thing. Maybe someone. Blessed the source.” She fell to her rump, gracelessly, tail flicking irritably. 
 
    We all joined our cleric for a much needed pause. Toby started laughing at the absurdity of it all. Everyone but myself joined in. 
 
    Ames thumped my back. “You alright big man?” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “I nearly got us all killed.” 
 
    There was unanimous and vocal protest at my statement. 
 
    Rick was the one who tried to reason with me individually. “We had no reason to suspect that stepping on consecrated ground would set them off like that. They ignored everything else we did. They were bumping into clerics and paladins all day long, for gods’ sake.” 
 
    Everyone voiced their agreement. Their united front was so strong, I was starting to think that blaming myself really might be unreasonable. “I don’t know. Maybe I missed something, an inscription or… some hint.” 
 
    Toby snorted. He reached over with one of his huge hands to mess up my dull black hair. “Don’t be silly. If I was closest, I would have been the one checking the gravestones. It could have been any of us.” 
 
    I laughed a little bit. “OK. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Rick noted, “You know, we trust Sorch’s opinion and professionalism to such a degree that we forget… he’s the newbie here. He’s only been adventuring for a little over a year now.” 
 
    Tara blinked in disbelief. “Really?” 
 
    The tall human nodded. “Early to mid Summer of 2717 if I recall rightly. With his alligators and his giant silverfish.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “Yeah, that sounds right.” 
 
    Will stood up and stretched, trying to circulate the acid from his muscles. “Alright, let’s leave the new guy be. Nobody got hurt, nobody was to blame.” 
 
    I groaned a little as I rose to my feet, “Is this ‘new guy’ bit going to be a real thing?” 
 
    Ames swatted my rump. “Let them have their fun. Come on folks, we have a couple hours of sun left. Shoulder those packs and keep your eyes and ears open. We’re moving.” 
 
    Oddly, the oppression that came from travelling through these lands didn’t seem as heavy or as real this time around. It was still early days. But the end of the first day on the caravan trip had seemed far more depressing. Still, I made it my job to keep tabs on my human companions. I engaged them in quiet conversation, I took breaks and snacks with them. So far, the pair of them didn’t seem any worse off than they were yesterday. 
 
    Half an hour before sunset, we saw a slight rise ahead of us and to our right. In a relatively barren place such as this, any break in the terrain was a cause for celebration. It turned out to be the cracked stone foundation to a long-abandoned farmhouse. It was the best candidate for making camp, although we couldn’t risk an open fire. Too much exposure. Instead we created a makeshift tent by clipping blankets together with Ames’ climbing gear, and draping the whole thing over the northeast corner of the broken foundation. We used a few rocks to keep the base of our fabric fortress stretched out, giving us plenty of room inside. 
 
    I used my magical pot to warm up and hydrate our meal of dried cod and seaweed. Thanks to Tara, we didn’t need to ration water at all, so everyone could enjoy coffee or tea at their leisure. 
 
    Speaking of our cleric, she cast her Portent just before we settled in to sleep. The results were vague but promising. Tara said we should deviate to a more northerly direction, but our destination wasn’t too far away now. It was the best news that we had all day. 
 
    As everyone was preparing their bedrolls, Tara walked over to me, crouched, and whispered in my ear, “How did you know about the baby?” 
 
    I thought back to that moment. “It was something that Toby said about teaching future generations. The way he said it. And I noticed that you didn’t take coffee the other night. You love coffee. You did it again tonight, opting for tea. But I guess at some level, I just felt it.” 
 
    The white-horned minotaur stared at me. “An offhanded comment and skipped coffee.” She shook her head a little. “You have an amazing mind, Sorch Stonebender.” With that Tara kissed my cheek and turned in for the night. 
 
    Sleep came quickly that night. I barely felt Ames’ fuzzy form spooning up to me before I drifted off. But it wouldn’t be a dreamless sleep. Far from it. 
 
    “Sorch Stonebender. I think it is time that we cleared the air.” 
 
    I snarled, irritated. Here I was again, at the demon lord’s stupid dinner table in his stupid eggshell-colored dining room, looking at his stupid-smug red face. 
 
    “What?! What could you possibly want now, demon?” 
 
    Koroth held both huge hands above his head, as in if surrendering. “Relax, my orcish friend! Relax. I’m here to call a truce, given your unfortunate situation.” 
 
    I picked up the mug in front of me. It seemed to be wine. I gave it a sniff. Wine, not blood. Knowing that I couldn’t be poisoned in my own mind, I took a long pull. Just to make the bastard wait. 
 
    Finally I asked, “What situation is that?” 
 
    The red eyed fiend picked up his own mug and drank deeply. He was making _me_ wait now. Tit for tat. 
 
    “I’m good with numbers, as you know. I don’t monitor you day and night, but I know where you are and I vaguely know what you’re up against. I calculate that the odds of you dying in the next day or so are rather high.” 
 
    I scowled. “And I assume you’ve already told your people that I’m on my way, just to pad those odds?” 
 
    Koroth looked genuinely surprised. “Not my people, Mister Stonebender. I don’t have anyone within a day’s ride of you. You’re in no man’s land I’m afraid. So it’s not likely to be a man of mine that kills you.” 
 
    That caught me off guard. “We can’t lie to each other here, can we? Your mind open to mine, and the other way around.” 
 
    He nodded in agreement. “Withhold. Shield. But what we do say here is said without a filter. There would be no point in deception, it would be like lying into a mirror.” 
 
    I stood up and started pacing around the ‘room’, sipping the rather nice wine slowly. “So you think I’m about to die.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    I sighed. “What air are we clearing, exactly?” 
 
    The demon lord leaned forward, his great bulk towering over the relatively small dinner table. “I need the world intact. I can’t go into details, but you know that there is a great gamble amongst the gods and demons, and I am the broker. I have my own win conditions, but rest assured that they do _not_ involve destroying the world. Do you believe me?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “We’ve been over the whole truth aspect of this conversation. Continue.” 
 
    Koroth frowned. “Right. Sorry. Seeing the great races leaderless and broken is not the same as killing everyone on the face of Panos. Your vision is of the destruction of the world, Sorch. It’s real. It’s a genuine presage, something so rare that the most powerful of priests struggle with it. The purity. Fate on a knife’s edge. The end of days on one face of a coin, and on the other… continuation.” 
 
    I drained my mug and sat back down. “What do you want of me, Koroth?” I asked, tiredly. 
 
    “The dream Sorch. The nightmare. Not second hand, not replayed through the filters of your mind’s eye. I need it fully, wholly, in its rawest form. You have to give it to me willingly. It must survive, even if you do not. Do you understand, little mortal?” 
 
    I snorted. “So that you can save the world?” 
 
    He shook his great crimson head. “I don’t believe any single entity can do that. So I can facilitate the saving of the world.” 
 
    I considered my next words carefully. “And what do I get?” 
 
    Koroth actually spilled his wine. “What?!” 
 
    “I asked what I get, demon? I’ll be dead, you said so yourself. Panos means nothing to a dead man.” 
 
    The demon lord set down his mug. “Sorch, your friends. You need to think-” 
 
    I cut him off, “How many of them live if I die? Who stops this undead army? How are my friends or my tribe better off with you enslaving them anyway?” 
 
    For once, Koroth looked completely flustered. “I’m not allowed to tell you any of those things, Sorch Stonebender. And there’s nothing physical that I’m allowed to give you in exchange.” 
 
    I presented my offer, voice like steel. “But you can get out of my head. My head and the heads of my friends. Forever.” 
 
    The Broker considered. “Current friends or future friends as well?” 
 
    I knew the answer before he finished asking, “Anyone who can honestly call me a friend in life or in death. Past, present, and future.” 
 
    I could almost see the calculation in his eyes. “Done.” 
 
    “Written and sealed with a Bonding Curse.” 
 
    A slight hesitation this time, but again, “Done.” 
 
    The demon lord drafted the contract and cast the Bonding Curse himself, detailing the terms discussed. Both of us signed the contract, which split itself into two copies and became absorbed into the mental manifestations of our bodies. With that done, I opened my mind. The full, vivid terror of my apocalypse dream flowed from my mind to his. I had never seen a horrified demon lord before that very moment. Koroth’s claws gripped the table until it splintered. His red eyes grew wide. As the final moment of the dream played out, I heard Koroth start to scream. But the conditions of the deal had been met, and he was cast from my mind in that instant, for now and forever. 
 
    The last thing that passed through my head before I fell into a dreamless sleep was: ‘I hope I beat the odds. Dying would be inconvenient.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    The morning brought with it the familiar miasma of despair that I remembered from our last trip into this chalky wasteland. It really was no wonder that the Royal Moffit troops had decided on a seaside encampment. They would be boiling their seawater by now, and collecting the steam under rock and canvas domes. And they would be fishing in the ocean and collecting seaweed, both of which would provide tasty sustenance. Once they could establish supply lines, they would have a link back home that included letters, directives, ways to supplement their food, and raw materials to give them more options for shelter. 
 
    We, by contrast, had no hunting options, no gathering options, and limited water options. If we didn’t have Tara with us to create fresh water and didn’t pack our own rations, things would be even bleaker than they already were. Our shelter options were almost nonexistent, as we not only needed to blend in with this flat landscape, but our escape method was several hours away if we should be discovered. 
 
    One thing did brighten my mood a little bit. As we were portioning out a cold breakfast, Rick murmured, “Sorch, is it really Fall?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Then in all the chaos of the last couple of weeks, we missed your birthday. Happy birthday Sorch.” 
 
    I was just as surprised as anyone, both that I had forgotten and that Rick had remembered. There was a lot of softly murmured congratulations, embracing, and promises of a proper celebration when we all got out of this situation. It certainly lightened the mood, or at least made this place a bit more bearable. 
 
    After morning prayers, memorizations, and intellect enhancements, we headed north as the portent had urged. This area used to be farmland, most likely. The ruins of silos and farmhouses occasionally broke the monotony of cracked, white, dusty ground. Over a century ago these would have been green, fertile fields. That was before the last king of the Gray lands, Sir Rhoaden Belefast, had made his deal with the devils. What kind of horrific demonic bargain would result in this kind of devastation, one can only imagine. Anyone who witnessed that particular transaction was long dead. 
 
    Speaking of deals with demons, I had decided not to tell anyone about Koroth’s calculation of my survival odds. Anything I said could put my friends in even greater danger. Not to mention adding another layer of moroseness to the already oppressive sadness that this place brought. And my human friends were fragile right now to begin with. Besides, who is to say that telling them wouldn’t be the very thing that caused my death, or worse, their deaths? No, I’d keep Koroth’s death prediction to myself. If our foes could beat the best preparations that our party could make, so be it. 
 
    At around midday, we saw a small skeleton patrol in the distance, and apparently they saw us as well. We were in the open plains, and there was no cover to be had. Eight of the creatures brandished rusty broadswords and charged us, their boney legs churning. We prepared ourselves for battle. When the fiends were about five paces away, Toby raised his buckler and shouted, “To the Abyss with you!” Rather anticlimactically, every one of the creatures crumbled, leaving piles of bone scattered at our feet. We lowered our hands and our weapons, almost disappointed that the paladin’s turning of the undead was so effective in this case. 
 
    The party moved on quickly, in case the destruction of the patrol had set off some kind of warning to other undead, or to those individuals who were directing the stream of negative energy along the ley line. We slowed our pace again however, when Ames spotted something on the horizon. The feline pointed north and slightly west. 
 
    “A building, more than one story.” 
 
    We all peered in that direction. I did see a small lump of something, but trusted the cat’s keen eyesight over my own. 
 
    Will said, “I don’t see any physical phenomena, but… I suppose it would be overly dramatic to see actual waves of darkness emanating from the place and pulsing along the ley lines.” 
 
    Rick stared at his smaller companion. “You read too many fantasy books, have I ever told you that?” 
 
    Ames headed off any discussion of the merits of a healthy fantasy life. “We need to get there quickly and quietly. There’s no cover available. If anyone or anything notices us, plan to go in heavy.” The feline took out their hand crossbow. “And make sure that you have your holy water handy.” We had redistributed the pots of holy water remaining from our last expedition, plus or minus any that had been used or supplied in the meantime. Each of us ended up with a single sealed clay pot of the potent silvered and blessed water. 
 
    As we approached the structure and it grew in size and definition, certain aspects set it apart from any of the other buildings that we had seen thus far. Firstly, there was some kind of large stone sign out front, looking much like a double-tombstone. Presumably this was an advertisement of some sort from when a road had run past this way, long ago. Secondly, the structure itself was in remarkable condition. It was two stories tall, with the second story being a smaller square centered upon the first. Although the rock was bleached, it wasn’t crumbling as we had seen in so many other structures. Finally, there were wooden features that looked new, or at least not rotted away. There was a well with a small shingled roof. The well had an intact bucket on a rope. Some sort of tool shed was adjacent to the main building. All of these features should have decayed over a hundred years ago, yet here they were looking to be in decent shape. 
 
    When we got close enough, the party took shelter behind the big engraved stone sign. It was about 20 paces from the front door of the asylum. We knew it was an asylum because we could now read the faded letters carved into the granite slabs. 
 
    I murmured, “The Sam Ball Memorial Asylum.” 
 
    Toby rumbled, “Name sounds human. Maybe halfling or wererat though.” 
 
    Ames hissed, “Unless you think his mummified corpse is still in there somewhere, it hardly matters.” 
 
    We staked out the asylum from behind the sign. Thrice we saw signs of life, or possibly unlife. During the afternoon, a figure cloaked all in black emerged from the south-facing front door. It brought out an empty bucket, drew a bucket of water from the well, and swapped them. This happened twice more at twenty minute intervals. 
 
    Ames looked a little puzzled. Finally the were-cat solicited opinions. “Do we ambush the water guy?” 
 
    I was very much in favor of taking the ‘water guy’ prisoner. I lobbied heavily, bringing the others around to my logic. After a quiet discussion, we came to the conclusion that the front door had to be unlocked to facilitate the re-entry of whatever the water guy was. If we wanted to get inside while the sun was still out, this might be our best chance. 
 
    I asked, “Is it worth one of my spells to catch them unawares?” 
 
    All eyes turned to me. It would be my plan, then. The next time this water guy came outside, we would be ready. 
 
    If you’ve never seen a panther sprint up to a swamp bird who was completely unaware of the danger, then you might not have the right context for what happened next. I’ll try to explain. As the black cloaked figure was swapping buckets, Ames charged out from behind our sign. The feline was sprinting on all fours, picking up the kind of speed that can only really be achieved by digging claws into earth and pulling with every muscle in a cat’s body. But the process was completely silent, as Ames was the willing target of my Silence spell just moments before. 
 
    In my head, that glorious moment will always take place in slow motion: The leap of my white furred mate, looking for all the world like a feral beast. The shocked rise of the target’s arms, sending the bucket of water hurtling through the air. The full body tackle that resulted in a tangle of limbs. The impact of the poor black robed fellow, suddenly planted to the chalky earth like a startled turnip. 
 
    We hurried over to our pinned and squirming prisoner. Once I entered the sphere of silence, carrying Ames’ boots, I allowed myself a pleased giggle. The sight of that takedown was absolutely worth the mental drain that it had cost me. 
 
    Quickly, we dragged the squirming figure over to the toolshed and slammed the door, before the Silence spell could expire. It was a tight fit for two minotaurs and five humanoids, but we managed. 
 
    We threw back the hood of our prisoner. It was a thin, young, lanky, and rather pale human. His jaw was working frantically, forcing Ames to cover it with a white furred paw until we could actually be heard. 
 
    Once we could all hear again, Ames snarled, softly, “I’m going to uncover your mouth. If you scream, we kill you. If you try any magic, we kill you. Insults, evasions, we kill you. Speak above the sound of a whisper… I think you know. Nod if you understand.” 
 
    The young man nodded frantically. Ames’ paw came off. The first question that the feline asked was, “Who are you, and who are you with?” 
 
    In the barest of whispers, the lad answered. “I’m Robbie. I-I’m a cook. I’m with the cooking staff.” 
 
    We all traded glances. This was not one of the expected answers. 
 
    Seeing that we might not have liked the answer, the young man rushed on, “T-there’s eight of us. We clean the place and we cook. Tonight w-will be braised antelope. With turnips. And apple p-pie for dessert?” He ended the last part as a question, as if asking us if this information would prevent his death. 
 
    Toby rumbled, “Great plan Sorch. Do we go for the saucier next?” 
 
    I hissed, “Shut up!” 
 
    Then Ames surprised us all with a brilliant line of conversation. “Robbie, I’m Ames. I’m the owner of The Spastic Vole up in Ice House. We’re here to rescue you and your friends on behalf of the Culinary Guild.” 
 
    There was silence in the shack as we all held our breath, processing what had just been said and awaiting our prisoner’s reaction. 
 
    The lad nearly sobbed, “Oh thank the gods! This place is horrible.” 
 
    Ames nodded and said, “I can only imagine. You’re going to go back in there and, quietly mind you, tell everyone on the staff to grab a long knife, a sack of food, and a full waterskin. When the fighting starts, you all grab your stuff and hide in here. If all goes well we’ll be out to escort you to our ship. If things go badly, you just tell them we kidnapped you all, stole the supplies, and said if you left the shed we’d kill you. Got it?” 
 
    Robbie nodded, once. “Yes, I understand.” 
 
    Ames rumbled, “Your people all wear these black robes? And everyone else presumably wears something different?” 
 
    The human answered, “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. Now, tell us about your employers, and how you got here.” 
 
    Robbie and the rest of the staff used to work for Duke Harrington in his woodland keep. After their lord was killed, they expected that there would be a succession and they would be working for whoever the new duke was. Instead, they were told to carry on as in if Harrington was still alive. 
 
    The lad explained, “The keep was taken over by clerics and soldiers. The clerics said that they were Koroth worshipers at first. But then things… changed. They started doing strange rituals and changing what they wore and what they would eat. Then they said they worshipped Duke Harrington.” 
 
    A cold chill crept up my spine. I murmured, “At the end… before I killed him, Harrington was standing in an Abjuration circle. He told me that dead or alive, he would become Koroth’s general. What if that was just the first step? He didn’t seem like the type who enjoyed being second fiddle.” 
 
    Ames scowled. “Damn. Robbie, continue.” 
 
    The young man swallowed and murmured, “We started to get taken all sorts of places. The eight of us ended up here. We serve ten of Harrington’s people, and those two mages from that school.” 
 
    Ames pressed, “That school? The Arcane University?” 
 
    Robbie nodded, “Well they used to be at least. They can’t go back is what I gather.” 
 
    “Damn right they can’t.” murmured Rick. “Probably a couple of the traitors from Royal Moffit who helped steal the Arcane Syphons.” 
 
    Ames asked, “Are there any undead in there?” 
 
    The human got a shade paler. “Oh no. No, no. Well.” He paused. 
 
    The were-cat looked irritated. “What?” 
 
    Robbie said, “There are a couple of what the mages called ‘bone golems’. They said they weren’t undead. But we’re not supposed to talk about them.” 
 
    Ames nodded. “Anything else?” 
 
    The human shook his head. 
 
    The feline helped our former prisoner to his feet. “OK, go grab your bucket of water and remember the plan. Get everyone ready, and when the fighting starts, get their butts in here. The Culinary Guild is counting on you.” 
 
    The human said, “Thank you Ames, we won’t let you down.” He opened the shed door and scampered off. 
 
    Will murmured, “Well. That’s what I call thinking on your toes, Ames. Well done.” 
 
    Reminded of toes, I set down the were-cat’s boots so they could step into the rugged footwear. Then the feline rumbled, “It seems like we have eight little sheep to shepherd once we get out of here. But I didn’t see an alternative. Leaving them here is a death sentence.” 
 
    We waited until Robbie had stepped inside with his fresh bucket of water, and ghosted in behind him. The torchlit reception room had a tall semicircular stone desk, presumably once used for admitting and checking out mental patients. We ducked behind it and observed. Time was now on our side, knowing that there were no true undead in the asylum. A half hour passed, and the only people we saw were those wearing black servant’s robes. They looked excited and seemed to be gathering their things, as instructed. All of them disappeared through the west door eventually, presumably where the kitchens were. 
 
    A quick foray through the east door revealed rows of cells, the cage doors open. They had been converted to servant’s quarters, complete with shoddy bedding and rough straw pillows. There were no personal effects, so either the staff wasn’t allowed to have anything personal, or they had already packed things up for their upcoming rescue. 
 
    That left only the north door, which was unlocked. Ames cracked it open slowly to peer through. A sharp flick of their tailtip told the rest of us that we should follow, as the leather clad rogue slipped into the passage beyond. Like the reception chamber, ensconced torches lit the entire length of this hallway. By the massive and permanent soot marks on the stone ceiling, I deduced that the same lighting method had been used a hundred years ago as well. 
 
    We did our best to retain stealth, unlike the enemy. It was clear that there was a large group up ahead and to the left. They were laughing and making noise like they didn’t have a care in the world. As we crept up the hall, we saw a semi open chamber. It likely served as some sort of staff meeting chamber or a break room, when the facility had a real purpose. Now it served as a place for Harrington’s thugs to drink, play games with pornographic playing cards, and insult each other. 
 
    We drew our weapons and readied our material components. After creeping forward another few paces, our group caught sight of the enemy while they were distracted by their games and lewd activities. Our party had once been called ‘ragtag’ by an insane elementalist named Salt. Compared to this group however, we were the picture of homogeneous organization. Three of these degenerates were clearly warrior types, all with mismatched swords, metal armor, and shields. They were playing cards for coppers. In the far corner there were two red robed clerics… I say ‘robed’, but garments had been hiked up as they engaged in some rather lewd groping that sexed one clearly as a male and the other as a female. Screaming about something unintelligible was a half orc that could best be described as a berserker of some kind, garbed in leathers with a club hanging from his belt. 
 
    The problem was the seventh creature. He was a leather clad were-wolf, looking bored and angry. And despite the racket of his companions, despite the smell of sex and alcohol in the air, despite the ungodly din that the berserker was making; the man had the presence of mind and natural talent to either hear or smell our approach. 
 
    “To arms!” 
 
    Everyone in the room dropped what (and who) they were doing, readied weapons and in some cases shields, and started to pour out into the broad hallway. We still had the advantage, already organized into a three-wide front line while the three mages started to cast the spells that we had prepared. But things would have been far easier if not for that were-wolf’s keen senses. 
 
    The first two human warriors never made it to our capable crew. The beetle guts melted from my hands, Acid Bolts finding gaps in the first man’s crappy armor. A portal appeared in the ceiling just above and in front of the second lout, and he stepped into the stream of heavy magical hailstones, which pummeled and froze him. Finally, Will’s Lightning Bolt surged through the wounded enemies’ metal armor, causing them to dance in place for a moment before falling to the ground, dead. 
 
    Unexpectedly, the half orc lept forward with an improvised weapon: A massive iron candelabra. Tara was caught unawares, and the crazed berserker’s swing struck her right in the jaw and the forehead. The minotaur fell back, groaning, bruised, bleeding, and only semi-conscious. 
 
    As the remaining warrior squared off against Toby and the two were-creatures crossed short swords, the clerics in the back started to call upon their unholy god. I braced, expecting the lash of one of their pain oriented spells. Instead, I heard hissing. Two giant snakes appeared just a couple of paces away from our back line. They lunged and coiled around myself and Will. One of my arms was trapped, while both of the smaller human’s arms were free. We both held the heads and necks of the conjured snakes at bay. But I felt that constriction starting to tighten, to crush. The clerics kept their eyes closed, channeling their unholy power into these proxy creatures, controlling them fully, maintaining their existence on this plane. 
 
    The berserker crouched, as in if preparing to leap over the fallen Tara to assault Rick directly. Toby was having none of it. A beautiful side kick sent the half orc crashing into the eastern wall. The paladin still had the presence of mind to block a vicious slash from the human warrior he was facing, though the follow-up backslash sliced through his chainmail and left a shallow cut on the bull’s right arm. 
 
    Ames and the were-wolf were engaged in what looked like a dance. The flashing of short swords was almost too quick to follow. Each of the rogues was using everything at their disposal: Agile dodging, taking blows within the exact tolerances of their leather armor, mind games. The lupine thrust down at Ames’ kneecap, who attempted to respond by lifting the leg and trying to snap the blade against the stone floor with their boot. The were-wolf aborted the thrust and backflipped, resetting the fight once more. 
 
    I was finding it hard to breathe, but managed to keep the snake at bay. I knew that the clerics were out of the fight as long as they maintained their concentration. Will looked like he had the worse deal. Sure he had two hands to hold off any potential snake bites, but he had no buffer to protect his ribcage. The pain was etched on his face. 
 
    But everyone forgot about Rick. 
 
    With nobody to harass him, the alert mage utilized a trick that he learned from Leeson of all people. The Cloud of Stench enveloped both clerics and the were-wolf. The lupine quickly stepped up to reengage with Ames, but the clerics were in a world of their own. They were choking and gagging before they could pull their minds from the bodies of the snakes. The conjured serpents dissipated like so much smoke, as their former masters wretched their guts out over the once-clean floor. 
 
    Ames alertly shifted left to use the were-wolf as a buffer against the berserker, who was back in the fight. But Tara had regained her feet (or hooves in this case) and was looking for revenge. Bleeding from the nose and the forehead, the cleric bellowed and went cudgel to club with the fierce barbarian, crowding the powerful berserker with her shield. The side by side contrast of graceful rogues fencing and powerful beasts clashing was somehow starkly beautiful to me. 
 
    Toby sacrificed a second minor wound, a slash across his thigh, for a killing blow. The human warrior must have been startled when the paladin simply ignored his low strike. But that state of mind was quickly erased as the Axe of McGrondle crashed through helmet, skull, and brain. 
 
    Will was still recovering from his constriction, but I knew I had to move quickly. Taking a deep breath and holding it, I drew my dagger, charged past the dying warrior, and dove into the Cloud of Stench. I didn’t count how many times I stabbed. I had to close my eyes to shield them from both the pungent stinging and the sprays of blood. So I heard rather than saw the dispatching of the female cleric, presumably by Rick if he had followed my lead. 
 
    A few seconds later, the cloud had dissipated and I was able to open my eyes. But the battle was already over. With Toby on their flank and Will back in the fight, were-wolf and half orc were out of options. There was a rain of Magic Missiles, though I was unsure which of the two was targeted. Ames’ blade flashed, and the berserker fell, dead before he hit the floor. And no amount of grace would save the rogue from both Tara’s cudgel and Toby’s axe, cornered as he was. 
 
    In the end it was a bloodbath. Had they been alert from the start and seen to their duty rather than engaging in public drunkenness and debauchery, it might have been a very different battle. Instead Toby had suffered two cuts, Will some bruised ribs, and Tara a broken nose. A combination of minor healing prayers from our paladin and cleric took care of the bleeding and the pain. 
 
    Ames reminded us of the tactical situation: The sounds of battle should have signaled our new cooking and cleaning staff to get to the shack and take cover. Which meant, if our informant was right, we had 5 more fiends to worry about, and their golems of course. 
 
    “Which means anyone you see is the enemy. No quarter.” the were-cat concluded. 
 
    We made our way up the switchback staircase at the end of the hall and were greeted by double doors. Remembering the vampire incident, Will cast Detect Magic to see if there were any wards. The only things that glowed were magical items that we already knew about. Satisfied, Toby and Tara opened the doors and raised their shields. 
 
    It was a good thing they did. One crossbow bolt went wide, but the other two would have hit the mark if it weren’t for Toby’s buckler and Tara’s larger body shield. They moved forward, slowly. I wondered why they didn’t just charge the crossbowmen before they could reload. When their combined minotaur bulk had shifted out of the doorway, however, I had my answer. 
 
    The room was large and open, perhaps intended as a recreation or group therapy chamber. The Harringtonites had converted the space into a sanctum for their gateway to the Plane of Negative Energy. The center of the room was dominated by two golems, made entirely from the twisted and fused bones of other creatures. They stood as tall as Toby and easily half as tall again. To the east, which was to our left given the shift in orientation, the three crossbowmen were calmly reloading. Finally at each far corner of the room was a figure garbed in the pine green robes given to Arcane University graduate students. The fact that they continued to wear the garb, despite their betrayal, boiled my blood. The elven man and the human woman had their eyes closed, presumably channeling something. It was highly likely that the pair was directly controlling the actions of the golems. 
 
    And yet, none of these people or creatures constituted the most dangerous threat in the room. At the center of the chamber was a square marble plinth. In the center of the plinth, there was a bowl of volcanic glass. Hovering half a pace above the bowl was a black gem of unknown origin. There was a dark halo around it where reality stopped and the nothingness started. Every instinct contained in my mortal body told me to fear that… that thing. 
 
    Ames rolled into the room, came up on one knee, and fired a well aimed shot at the female mage in the corner of the room. It would have struck the woman right in the throat were in not for the Invisible Shield held static in front of her. The sounds of combat below had meant that the mages were able to prepare, and prepare well. 
 
    Will’s Magic Missiles flew past the golems and towards the male magus, only to impact with an anti-magic barrier much like the one that the former Bishop of Koroth had used during our final battle against him. Until we could get to them and physically disrupt the channeling, or until their protective magics were overloaded or ran out, those mages were untouchable. 
 
    Tara stopped and began to invoke the glory of Melflavin while Toby did his best to distract the first of the two massive golems. The Axe of McGrondle put a significant notch in the construct’s claw when it attempted to lash out at the paladin. That gave the golem pause. 
 
    As Ames switched from their hand crossbow over to the more reliable short sword, I put a Force Bolt right into the skull of the second golem, stopping its advance as it staggered back. There was no visible damage, but I had bought some time. 
 
    Rick realized that there weren’t enough frontliners to stop a potential charge of two golems and three warriors. He opted to create Mirror Images of himself. The four Ricks went mobile, running to the east side of the chamber to get the attention of the crossbowmen, who had just reloaded. 
 
    Just as Tara’s azure warhammer came into being and started to orbit her body, the warriors aimed their powerful devices at us. The first panicked when Tara started to charge his position. His bolt deflected off of the cleric’s big shield. The second warrior’s aim was true, but his guess was wrong. One of Rick’s illusions popped like a soap bubble. The third pulled the trigger, and his bolt tore through my robes, passing between my legs, perhaps two finger-widths below my crotch. My life passed before my eyes before I realized that he had missed, just barely. 
 
    Tara and her independent warhammer both started to rain in blows on the warriors, forcing them to draw longswords instead. It was a bit too late for one of the irregulars, who caught a cudgel to the left shoulder that completely ignored his chainmail and carried on to smash the collarbone. He was knocked flat on his ass, howling, as his companions focused on their own defense. 
 
    Toby was being forced to back off, doing his best to parry the massive swings from his bone golem, but mostly succeeding in numbing his own arms. Every cut and nick from his magical axe seemed to disappear after a few seconds. “They’re regenerating!” he warned us. 
 
    Ames had no intention of going offensive against the golem that I had caused to stagger. The were-cat was nimbly dodging just out of range of the scythe-like swings coming from the construct. It was just a matter of time, however, before the feline would run out of room and get cornered. Will saw this and stepped up, casting a Fan of Flame that singed the creature’s chest and briefly blinded it, buying Ames a little more time. 
 
    Rick saw Tara in a similar situation. Eventually the warriors would equalize and overwhelm the cleric. He charged forward and put his three bodies on the line, jabbing with his dagger to force at least one of the two standing warriors to face him. The fighter had to pay some heed to the tall human, unless he wanted to allow the mage to deliver the coup de grace to the still-recovering irregular on the ground, which Rick would be more than happy to do. 
 
    This left me with options. 
 
    In an instant I played out the likely conclusion to the battle in my head. Massive regenerating golems being pumped full of negative energy. Mages who had bought enough time with their near-total immunity to effectively corner and crush us with their constructs. Warriors who were just distracting enough to prevent us from forming a united front against the real threat. 
 
    We were going to die. 
 
    Unless. 
 
    I saw the first golem split far right, nearly touching the western wall as it chased Ames. Toby’s golem was split left, chasing him towards the melee on the eastern wall where all three warriors were currently distracted. 
 
    I charged up the middle. 
 
    The golem closest to the plinth was too slow to recover its position, and Toby lodged his axe into one boney ankle for good measure. The injured human fighter was only able to point impotently with his one good arm and shout a warning. 
 
    I was at the plinth in three seconds. Pushing the terror into the back of my mind, remembering for that split second that I had vowed to live a braver life, I reached out and touched that hovering black gem. A far different kind of drain than the one I was used to started to flood into my bones. 
 
    Then I invoked the Gloves of Secrecy, spiriting the gem into a pocket dimension. 
 
    To call what happened next an ‘explosion’ gave explosions far too much credit. I was hurled into the north wall as if gravity no longer applied to me. I heard twin screams in my left and right ears, as the mages who had been channeling the power of the rift had their minds torn out of their fugue state. Their psyches were then slammed, painfully, back into their own bodies. Both of the bone golems were scattered to the four winds. It was like blackpowder had been ignited inside of them. More accurate perhaps: It was like every seam and joint of the constructs had been blown apart individually. 
 
    I laid quite still, bonelessly slumped against the wall. Every fraction of energy in my body was simply gone and my nerves had stopped working. Pain and sensation had no meaning. I was unable to even assess my own injuries, nevermind move. 
 
    The first to recover from the chaos was Ames. In a heads-up display that was as effective as it was dazzling, the feline invoked their Ring of Leaping. The were-cat covered the entire length of the room in a single bound, and ended the female mage’s screaming with a thrust through the heart followed by a devastatingly fast slash across the throat. 
 
    Toby ran to Tara’s side, and with Rick’s help they quickly picked apart their outmatched and outnumbered (if you count the cleric’s Divine Hammer) foes. 
 
    The male mage had stopped screaming, only to find himself in exactly the wrong place for what was to come. His defenses had been shattered when he lost concentration. Will was casting his second and final Lightning Bolt of the day at the unfortunate ex-University member, who was caught in a corner comprised of two stone walls. The small human chose an angle that would rebound the bolt through the body of his traitorous target multiple times. A moment later, there was nothing left but a charred corpse. 
 
    Ames cried out, “Sorch!” 
 
    At that point, I felt somewhat recovered from the blast. I managed to turn my head and put on a brave smile for my mate. I said, “It’s OK, I’m fine.” Slowly I made my way back to my feet. 
 
    The were-cat stopped short of me, eyes seeming frantic. I reached out to touch the feline’s shoulder, but the cat darted away suddenly. 
 
    “Sorch!” 
 
    The shout was taken up by everyone. They proceeded to turn the room inside out. I screamed, “I’m here, I’m right here!” But it was no use. They couldn’t see me, they couldn’t hear me. 
 
    That’s when I discovered that I was dead. 
 
    I ran up to Toby, who was closest to me at that point. His eyes were filled with tears. I reached up to shake his golden-brown furred shoulder. My hand passed right through the paladin’s body. 
 
    I turned to see if my fellow mages would be able to detect me. But Rick walked right through me as he continued the frantic search. 
 
    Ames’ legs lost the ability to carry the were-cat’s weight. My mate slumped suddenly, falling onto their rump, tail completely still. It was as in if the spring in a wind-up toy had simply broken, instantly robbing it of any kind of motion. 
 
    Soon everyone was crying, minotaur or not. Even in tears, my two mage friends ran through the options. 
 
    “Invisible.” 
 
    “He would have touched one of us by now.” 
 
    “Teleported.” 
 
    “Max’s Message failed.” 
 
    “Teleported and Mind Shielded.” 
 
    “Max’s Message wasn’t blocked, it had no valid target.” 
 
    “Sucked into the Plane of Negative Energy.” 
 
    “Nothing living can survive there.” 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    The last voice was that of Ames. “Please stop.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a minute as I watched. If I could produce tears, I would be crying too. 
 
    Eventually Toby and Tara wiped their eyes. They made the rounds, quietly reminding everyone that there was still danger, and that they had 8 hostages that needed to be rescued outside in a shed. I admired the dedication of my two big friends. They were clearly hurting themselves, but made the living their priority. 
 
    I got to watch as the party started to perform that time honored ritual: Gathering the loot. It was a half hearted process, but one that was doubly necessary given the situation. The refugees would be better off if they were decently armed and equipped. It was a matter of survival, not selfishness. Every shield and proper short blade was collected for the refugees, a clear upgrade to kitchen knives, even to the novice. 
 
    A Detect Magic from Rick did cause a couple of objects to glow. Not me, sadly. Rick and Will halfheartedly gathered up the spellbooks, magical items, and other valuables to assess later. I wasn’t paying close attention to be honest. 
 
    Tara uncovered a diary, kept by one of the clerics that we had killed downstairs. I had been right in my suppositions, not that the fact made me feel any better at this point. Instead of worshiping Koroth, the clerics had been worshiping the fallen Harrington as the demon lord’s ‘natural successor’. They used the modified holy symbol to indicate the overshadowing of Koroth and the rise of his Duke. And this was all happening right under Koroth’s nose, without his knowledge. It was a skilled and organized betrayal, indeed. 
 
    I contemplated the quality of my afterlife. Maybe this was some sort of punishment for not worshipping any specific god. I would hang about until one of them decided to claim me, an ecumenical discard. A spiritual white elephant. 
 
    Eventually the party went outside to pick up the staff members that they had rescued. It mustn't have been much fun for them, with their rescuers sullen, angry, and upset over the death of a comrade. But at least they were free. Of that I was somewhat proud, my life had been traded for so many more. Having wasted Max’s Message trying to contact me, the party would have to rest and recover their spells before they could request a boat to retrieve them. They headed back to the ruined farmhouse. I tagged along, not really having anywhere else to go. 
 
    One irritation continued to peck at my psyche. I supposed that it would haunt me forever. 
 
    I was dead. That bastard Koroth had been right. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Death such lizard crap. 
 
    I think I done with stupid stuff and things. No curse, no gotta make brain bigger. But here is me, getting dumber all the time! 
 
    No cast lot of big spells in fight, dat’s why not notice. But after Will call ship and we march all day, realize can’t remember Max’s Message spell. Not that could cast anyway, can’t touch copper bits. Brain was fading, just like if I skip enhancements. Which I gotta do cause, again, can’t touch copper! Stupid. 
 
    Can’t eat, but is OK, cuz not get hungry. Can’t drink, but again, is fine; not getting thirsty. Well, not for water. Would like something with spirits, but dat another thing. Not warm, not cold. Just… floaty. Like Panos forget about me. 
 
    So here we be, on big dumb boat. Can’t stop kitty from cry. Can’t tell others dey did good job. Just stuck here. Wonder why me not just fall right through deck. Not wonder too hard though, in case I make it happen. Not wanna haunt fishes forever. 
 
    We got good wind. Get back to royal city fast. Good, cuz I gonna go to temple and sit on big holy table until someone wake up and grab me. Kenvunk. Magic god lady. Other magic god lady. Someone. Me deserve it after all I did! 
 
    So I get dumb over time. Wonder if get dumb with magic too. Got couple spell left that don’t need touchy-stuff to use. 
 
    Use Light spell on Tara’s holy necklace thing. Guess what? Feel little bit of brain drain away with cantrip. Stupid curse! Can’t leave me alone, even when dead? Would have been nice if dead orc could at least make some light in peace. 
 
    Then notice. Light not just on me. Light on _everything_. 
 
    Light spell shine right in minotaur’s sleepy eyes. Tara grumble and try to roll, necklace follow. That when big cowgirl open eyes and scream, blinded pretty good from light right in face. 
 
    Everyone wake up as Tara rip off holy necklace and throw on floor. 
 
    Toby rumbled, “Tara, what in the blazing hells…” 
 
    “I don’t know! It started glowing, right in my eyes. I can only see a big blue dot right now, give me a minute.” 
 
    All gather around Light spell on symbol thing. I try make shadows, that no work. 
 
    Rick murmured, “That’s a Light spell. I didn’t cast it. Will?” 
 
    Small human shake head. He walk over to door. “It’s locked. Tara is this maybe part of a portent? A divine sign?” 
 
    Minotaur girl rub eyes. “No dammit, it’s just light. Blinding light. In the middle of the bloody night.” 
 
    I think. What else can do? Gotta be magic, no use component. Only one spell left, really. Only got few minutes. 
 
    They talk about maybe some item they pick up, but can’t think of anything that would do this. While they talk, I cast. 
 
    Invisible Shield never been so important. 
 
    As they stare at pretty light, I use edge of shield to smash clasp on Will’s pouch. Everyone jump. I smoosh pouch, try to squeeze something out. Know it’s in there… 
 
    Bag of salt roll onto floor. I bash with edge of shield. Break it wide open, spill out grains to wood floor. Try to draw in salt with Invisible Shield. It work, line get made, but not enough. Bang Invisible Shield on floor. Salt jump around. 
 
    Smart friends though. They get what going on. 
 
    Ames say, “Sorch!” Not really sound like kitty believe it themself. Just hopes. But hope all I need right now. 
 
    Toby shout, “Coat the floor, anything we have!” 
 
    All go into packs. Soon sugar and flour and salt spill all over deck. Only got couple minutes. Start write in mess on floor. 
 
    ‘Am ghost.’ 
 
    Everyone turn to Tara. Cleric must be ghost expert, yes? 
 
    Cowgirl think. “He might be… a shadow, a ghost, or a wraith or something.Incorporeal.” 
 
    Will sound excited. “But we can see his magic.” 
 
    Me wipe out words and write: 
 
    ‘Last magic, no copper.’ 
 
    Rick snarl, “He can’t enhance his intelligence. Can’t cast anything with material components.” 
 
    Ames ask cowgirl, “Can we bring him back?” 
 
    Tara nod. “Maybe. There’s a Temple of Xim in Royal Moffit. They’re the experts on magical constructs, spirit binding. My temple maintains close ties. Melflavin is the god of tinkering and innovation, while Xim is the human god of golems, constructs, magical creations. They’ve done amazing things in these situations, in the past.” 
 
    I write: 
 
    ‘Try, but no feel bad if not.’ 
 
    Will ask, “Is there anything else we need to know from Sorch to try this?” 
 
    Cowgirl shake head, slowly. “It will be in the hands of the gods now. If we can’t get him back, there’s a ritual to allow him to rest.” 
 
    Toby say, “Hang in there my small friend. Stay close to us.” 
 
    Again, would cry if could. Start to write: 
 
    ‘Love yo-’ 
 
    Then Invisible Shield gone. 
 
    Ames can cry, does. “We love you too Sorch. Be brave for me.” 
 
    They all start laugh, cry, hug each other. Never seen people so happy to talk to half-dead orc before. Guess that hope pretty strong thing though. Maybe one of strongest things. Hope so. 
 
    Everyone clean up mess, then get packed. They not gonna sleep more tonight, I shock ‘em too much. Sorry friends. They got everything ready to jump off boat right when we get there, which sound like early dawn. 
 
    Rick super smart. He study Max’s Message while wait, contact General-guy. Say there be wagons and escort waiting for us. Feel kinda bad, so many people bother just for me. But then remember, dis place be hole in ground if not for me. So yeah, send couple of wagons for Sorch! 
 
    Just as sun rise, pretty boat tie to docks. Planks put down and party hurry to waiting wagons and horses and escort. One thing about being dead: Don’t really get tired. I keep up easy, hop onto wagon. Still not know why me just don’t sink through, but they say being dumb is being happy. Just happy butt stays on wagon. 
 
    Other thing ‘bout dead orc; can take in sights. After we out of slummy docks, get into part of city that never seen. Is very fancy, but not art-fancy. More make-stuff fancy. Big buildings, stuff always coming out. Cloth come out of dat one. Leather out of dat one. Wagon parts outta dere. Dis where city gets stuff that make other stuff. If live again, wanna come back here. Looks neat. 
 
    Temple of Xim in southwest of town. Escort get us there super quick. Look like priests just starting to wake up, really shocked when guards and adventurers run through front gate. Statues all over front of temple. Eyes look like they follow us. Then one of them move! Eyes _do_ follow us. Scary gargoyles. They flap rock wings, but let us by. That stuff ain’t normal. 
 
    Inside look more like workshop than temple. There places to sit, sure, but little golems and elemental thingies carry stuff around, help out, fix stuff. Benches to work all over walls. Gears and cogs all over. And fire. Man, dey like fire. Fire boil flask, more fire heat pipes. Good thing so much made outta rock here. Big altar up front is just one stone slab with tools and bowls and stuff and things on top. 
 
    Big tootin’ head Xim woman greet us, ask what fuss is about. Guard guys say is urgent, request from crown. Tara say urgent, favor to Melflavin. Ames say urgent, boyfriend is ghost. Head Xim bishop get it, she says. Thank guards, they go away. Take friends to back room. 
 
    Back room really look like more of what was in front room. Probably save money by just not building wall. But is more private, lets friends tell bishop woman whole story. 
 
    She say, “Well we’re not used to getting these sorts of emergencies, but it does happen once in a great while. Normally death is a fairly clean divider, and undeath is a one way street, as it were. But the Lady Tara is absolutely correct in this case. We have a willing spirit that seems to have retained his mind. He’s suffered a mystical, planar accident that has caused him to become disembodied. I believe we can attempt to help.” 
 
    She wave friends over to rock table. There scary looking guy made of mud on top. 
 
    “This is a clay golem. Normally we would be animating him to do work for us. But he can also be a vessel, a conduit. We can cause him to transform into the missing body of your friend, once we infuse it with his spirit. But… there is a cost.” 
 
    Ames say, right away, “I’ll pay whatever the cost is. If I don’t have enough, I’ll sell what I have. If that’s not enough then-” 
 
    Xim bishop shake head and stop kitty right dere. “Not that kind of cost. Well, I should say that there is a physical cost for the service but I have an idea for that. No, there is a sacrifice involved as well.” 
 
    Everyone get quiet. 
 
    Xim woman say, “As to the monetary cost, your friend has captured a powerful artifact. That ‘black gem’ as you called it… it is quite a potent focus, a way to open conduits between worlds. If he would be willing to give that up, no other coinage would be required.” 
 
    I no care about black rock, lady can have. 
 
    It like Ames read mind, “Yeah, he won’t care about the gem. It’s yours if you get him back. And the sacrifice?” 
 
    “Xim is a powerful god, and a fair one. But certain actions require an anchor. What we’re talking about is channeling forces from the Plane of Positive Energy while at the same time invoking the powers that spark life itself. True life, not these constructs of magic. We already have a lot to work with: A willing soul, a fresh mind, any number of memories and tales that can identify the target of the benediction. But the balance of life must be maintained.” 
 
    Bishop lady pause. “You’ve heard the phrase ‘I’d give an arm and a leg for that’, I assume?” 
 
    Everyone nod. Even I know that one. 
 
    “It isn’t just a saying. It stems from the Ritual of the Living. In order to bring back the soul in question, two of their living friends, two people who know and love that person, must make a sacrifice of the flesh. An arm, and a leg.” 
 
    I stare at crazy bishop chick. Wish she could see me, don’t think I ever stare like that at crazy person before. 
 
    But then I hear, “I volunteer.” 
 
    And hear again. And another three times. 
 
    I scream at friends. They nuts! Gonna maim themselves like that? Two of them even? Not walk, not do magic, not fight? Give up who dey are? No! Not allow it! 
 
    I look for something to tip over, to break. Something magic I can do to stop them. But then Bishop lady say something else. 
 
    “I’m afraid most of you aren’t suitable candidates.” 
 
    I relax. She can’t do it anyhow. 
 
    Xim bishop say, “He was humanoid, one of the major races. I’m afraid only another of the major races would be a close enough match. Are you gentlemen willing?” 
 
    Rick. And Will. 
 
    Wanna cry, and shout so dey hear me. After all they been through, can’t have them do dis. Wanna stop ‘em. Gotta be a way to stop ‘em… 
 
    Missed whatever human friends said. Whatever it was, Xim lady say: 
 
    “So be it. Let us set the participants to rest. If everyone else could please step out, the ritual takes some time.” 
 
    Will and Rick sit in chairs, everyone else go. Bishop of Xim start to mumble and wave hands. I try to tip over braiser, but hand go right through. Try to blow smoke in face, dat not work. Rick and Will look sleepy now. 
 
    Then Xim lady head snap around. Look right at me. First time in days someone look right at me. Feel like all energy gone. I fall over, and all go black. 
 
    I dunno what it is wit’ me and gods. Dey must really like to talk to me. Cause while wait to see if I gonna live, here I am, in another crazy place! 
 
    Find self in big workshop. Look down, see that I’m sitting on super tall stool. Next to orc legs are other legs, next stool over. I look up to see who bother me now. 
 
    Is nice enough lookin’ human. Can’t really tell what age. Not too young, not too old. He wear silly glasses, cover half of face. Hair is bright purple, and standing straight up like hit with Lightning Bolt spell. He hold out hand to me. 
 
    “Sorch, could you hand me the thin copper tubing please?” 
 
    I look in front of me on workbench. Yup, dere’s bits of stuff all over. I fish around in pile until find what looks like thin. Hand to weird haired guy. “What we makin’?” 
 
    The man turned his head to give me secret smile. “We’re making a better still. Don’t tell mom though.” 
 
    I giggled little bit and handed over tube. Swung legs while watch him work. He put in clamp thing, then coat with something. Push other tube over it. Then take out fixture, like see in walls of Arcane University. He light swamp gas, and leave fire under tubes. 
 
    Hey, me know who dis is. “You Xim, yeah?” 
 
    The god look at me and nod. “That’s me. We need to leave that in the fire. It will make a nice, tight seal. Then we’ll be ready to build the still.” 
 
    I tilt head. “You bring here to help build still, or ask me if worth bringin’ back?” 
 
    Purple hair guy waggle finger at me. “There you go again. Too smart for your own good. Did you ever stop to think that too smart can be just as bad as not smart enough?” 
 
    I snort. “If stop to think, probably not be here right now.” 
 
    Xim laughed. “Fair enough. The answer to your question is: No. I know you’re worth bringing back, Sorch Stonebender. And your friends have true and sincere dedication to you, there’s no question of that. Normally you would be right though. The rare person that goes through this would be weighed, measured, and if successful their memory of this conversation would be erased.” 
 
    I play with copper bits on table. “But not me?” 
 
    He take off huge glasses and set on table. “But not you. You’ve had divine conversations before, haven’t you? No, I’m actually just holding you here for a friend. This is his place. All these gears and pipes and what have you, I appreciate them. But I prefer the more mystical side of things, you know? Ointments, animated clay, brews that simmer for a decade or so. This sort of thing is very quaint though. And I _do_ like a high quality still, I must admit.” 
 
    “Me too. So I gonna remember all dis weird stuff?” 
 
    Suddenly, footsteps. Xim guy hop off stool. “Actually, my friend quite _insists_ that you remember. Particularly this next bit. I’ll be back to see you off.” He walk down long row of benches, ‘til can’t see no more. 
 
    Footsteps get louder. Start to think, maybe not want to meet Xim’s friend. Too late to run though, he step into light. Scarey looking half elf. Real serious. Bald like baby bottom. He look at me like I did somethin’ bad. 
 
    I say, “Uhhhh, hi?” 
 
    Bald guy with big muscles grab me by front of robe. Give a good shake. 
 
    “What are your intentions towards Patricia Blackstaff?” 
 
    I stare at crazy guy. “Uhhhh…” 
 
    I get another good shake. “Do you know who I am, boy?” 
 
    Try to think. Half elf. Friend of Xim. Bald like baby bottom. “Oh! You Tara’s friend, Melflavin. You cry and make swamps big.” 
 
    Melflavin look at me like I idiot. “I’ll ask you one more time, what are your intentions towards Patricia Blackstaff?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Dat wrong answer. 
 
    Find self lifted from stool. Dis guy super strong! Hard to breath with robes tight on neck. Try to think who he talk about. Blackstaff? Patricia? Oh… 
 
    “Parsnip?” 
 
    Melflavin put back down. Fast though, bruise butt on stool. “Yes, the one you call Parsnip.” 
 
    I cough, then say, “She friend, good friend. Help each other in tough times.” 
 
    Half elf god grit teeth. “Those other boys hurt her. That will not happen again.” 
 
    I raise hands, “No, course not! Parsnip good friend. What we do, part of friendship. Never wanna hurt her.” 
 
    Melflavin let go of robes. “She’s important, do you understand? To me. To Panos. She’s not some…” He too angry to keep going. 
 
    I say, “If you angry at boys, why you not punish? Dey got away with it.” 
 
    God’s fist come down on next stool. It crack near in half. “Believe me, boy, if they were here instead of you, they would be begging to go back to being ghosts.” 
 
    I swallow, hard. Nod. “Listen. Patricia safe with me, safe with Ames. When we around, nothing happen to Parsnip. Good friend. Me love her, make love to her. Make sure she feel safe and can grow.” 
 
    “Swear it.” 
 
    I raise hand, like take oath. “Swears dat I care for Parsnip, as much as can. Dat all I got. OK?” 
 
    Suddenly, Xim walk back into light. “Is everything alright?” He pick up silly glasses again, put on face. 
 
    After deep breath, Melflavin say, “Yes.” He answer me and Xim at same time. “You will not relate a word of this to Patricia, is that clear?” 
 
    I nod, slow. Then bald god walk back off into shadow. 
 
    Xim grin at me, with perfect white teeths. “That’s actually a condition of bringing you back. So I’m glad you’re sincere about it. Then again, we _are_ in your head, so lying is pointless… you know that whole song and dance by now I’m sure.” 
 
    I snort. Watch purple hair man take flame away from copper. “This is going to be perfect.” he murmured. 
 
    Look around for a while. Nothing seem to happen. “So. What now?” 
 
    Xim look deep in eyes, through crazy huge glasses. He reach out with one finger. Touch forehead right between eyes and say: 
 
    “Bang.” 
 
    I wake up fast. Me laying on rock table. Feel the cold stone on back. Feel rustle of robes on skin. Is green skin, my skin. Every scar and bump. Stuff is my stuff, every pouch and coin. Xim lady collapsed in chair at foot of table, smiling. 
 
    She not only one smiling. Turn head right. Rick sitting in tall chair, hands on chest. Will standing right at shoulder, his one hand on my forehead. 
 
    Will laugh. He say, “Welcome back big guy.” 
 
    Rick grinning like madman. “You don’t get out of the Adventurer’s Guild _that_ easy, Sorch. It’s a long term commitment.” 
 
    Tears come from eyes. Look at little human, nothing below left shoulder. Look at big human, nothing below left hip. “No. Why? Why you do dis? Never want to hurt you. Why?” 
 
    Will brush away tears with thumb of hand he still gots. “Oh come on Sorch. You know why. Other than the fact that you’re our friend, that you saved our lives multiple times… we were done.” 
 
    Rick nodded. He thumped my belly with flat of palm. “Pandemonium was the end, Sorch. I never wanted to see Will in danger again, not after that. We both lost our taste for the lifestyle. Completely.” 
 
    Will used salty thumb and forefinger to force my lips to smile. “Consider us even. In fact, you owe us a drink.” 
 
    I bat away silly human hand. “You crazy. Both of you, crazy! Didn’t ask for dis.” Must have sounded super sad, cause Will bend and give me one armed hug. 
 
    Little human say, “And you would never have to.” 
 
    Rick actually sound more cheery than in long time. Like huge weight lift off shoulders. “Besides, the Temple of Xim has some decent magical prosthetics available. Part of the value of that gem of yours, or so says Bishop Luann.” 
 
    Tired looking Xim woman nod. She say, “Indeed, all part of the service for such a sizable donation.” 
 
    Rick continued, “I won’t be running any races, and my love will need to stick to spells you can cast with one hand. But this is going to let us focus on the things we want to do now.” 
 
    Will nods. “The Magic Shop, teaching at the Arcane University. You know we’re going to be Adventurer’s Guild heroes for this, probably.” 
 
    Rick chuckled, “Yeah, a dinner in our honor at least, I would think.” 
 
    Small human suddenly poke me. “So give her the gem, Sorch.” 
 
    Big human poke too. “Yeah Sorch, give her the damned gem! I want to see my new leg some time today.” 
 
    I sit up with groan. Crazy humans. 
 
    Pat myself down for gem, before remember it in other place. Flick wrist and think about use glove. Black gem thing pulled from pocket dimension and end up in hand. 
 
    I slide off table and walk over to Xim bishop. “Thanks lady.” I say, while hold out pretty rock. 
 
    She take it in two hand, like it a little bird. “Welcome back Mister Stonebender. And thank you for the generous donation. Can I call your friends in?” 
 
    “Eh. Sure.” 
 
    Was victim of many hugs. Got lifted up, kissed, shaken. And that just Toby! 
 
    After everyone had way with me, I push them all away. “OK, OK. The guys gotta get their fake limbs. Den what?” 
 
    Ames give another kiss. Not mind that one though. 
 
    Then kitty say, “We’ll get a room at the Drowsy Dragon. We can inventory the loot, and then figure out what happens next. I know that we need to report back in and let Max know exactly what happened. Rick can send him a Message. You just rest and recover. Doubtlessly we’ll all be back at the University at some point in the next day or two. But let’s take it one step at a time.” 
 
    I grunt. “Fair ‘nuff. Once boys all set, we go to inn. Owe them drink anyway.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Upon reaching the Drowsy Dragon, we were immediately pestered. According to Rick, Max wanted us there right away. The tall human must have explained that we were in no condition to travel. We certainly weren’t after the fourth round of ale. He even messaged Ames later on, when we didn’t report in right away. Whatever lambasting my were-cat gave him in 24 words or less stopped any follow up messages until the next morning. 
 
    We took the whole first day back to recuperate. I simply spent the whole time resting and rebuilding my intellect. Rick and Will started to break in their prosthetics. A visual assessment showed them to be obviously artificial; they shined unlike real skin, they moved stiffly. And yet we were all surprised. They bent realistically at the joint, fingers and toes clenched and unclenched… not individually, but as a unit. The humans said it was odd having no real sensation of touch, but there was at least basic function.  
 
    I marvelled, “Why have I never seen anything like this before?” 
 
    Will laughed a little bit. “Probably because they cost several thousand gold each, according to Bishop Luann. Sadly it isn’t something that a farmer or soldier could typically afford. Or us for that matter.” 
 
    I blinked. “What was that gem actually worth?” 
 
    The small human shook his head. “To them? Priceless. They were more than happy to provide the limbs, your restoration, and they still felt as if they owed us a huge debt of gratitude.” 
 
    I considered. “I guess you don’t run across many extraplanar conduit foci on your trips to the market.” 
 
    After a good night’s sleep, morning intellect enhancement spells, and breakfast I felt a familiar tingling in my mind. A Message spell was coming through, though the source was unexpected. Professor Gideon’s gruff voice came into my head: ‘Heard you’re back from the dead, son. Welcome. Now you and your friends need to come back to the University. Urgent stuff.’ 
 
    My mental reply was respectful and immediate: ‘Yes sir. We weren’t of use to anyone yesterday. We’re ready. Please have Max arrange transport, we’ll leave the Drowsy Dragon now.’ 
 
    I spoke the message and my reply aloud, as the other five finished off innkeeper Ashley’s simple but tasty lamb sweetbread rolls. They were off-menu delicacies that the tall, thin elf felt we deserved after our recent misadventures. He had also found two new kitchen staff from our recently rescued work crew, having been light handed since a couple of his sous chefs volunteered for the war effort. So this special meal was thanks to us and training for them. 
 
    Robbie, our first brave young rescuee, was one of the two new staff members that Ashley had hired. He stopped by to refill our mugs of water and thank us again. Then we went quiet as the innkeep shared the recipe with Ames, who was listening attentively. 
 
    “The meat is from the glands in the lamb’s gullet, often not used at all. We pick them up fairly inexpensively from our butcher. Soak them in brine overnight. Then poach in goat’s milk and remove the membrane. Chop and fry quickly, then mix them into a thyme and onion stuffing. Bake into thin crust rolls, and there you have it. My family adores them.” 
 
    We thanked Ashley again, settled our bill, and let him know that we would be heading back to the Arcane University now. When we rose, Ames got an unexpected hug from Robbie. “Thank you again, and please thank the leaders of the Culinary Guild for all of us!” My feline awkwardly returned the hug and mumbled some vague promise about passing on the message. 
 
    Ashley shook his head a little bit. “Robbie, change your apron, no cat fur in the omelettes.” he said, before the two disappeared back into the kitchen. 
 
     As we went back to the room to pack, I asked, “You aren’t even a member of the Culinary Guild, are you?” 
 
    Ames snapped back, “Shut up. I’ll join when we get back to Ice House at some point.” 
 
    Five of us made the walk back to the Temple of Omi-Suteth. At the same time, I fulfilled the promise that I had made to the sixth member of our party. Rick rode my Flat Mule from the inn to the stone garden, much to his amusement and that of passers by. He started waving at strangers as he floated past, like some kind of ragtag royalty. He floated through the back gate of the temple and down the rock paths. 
 
    I asked him, “Why didn’t we do this for Ames after the salt mines?” 
 
    Rick replied, “Oh, never use it on snow. It tends to shoot off wildly whenever it hits a snowy slope, out of the caster’s control. Once it gets out of range it disappears and dumps all your stuff in a snow bank.” 
 
    I made a mental note to try this on purpose at some point. 
 
    After helping the tall human to his feet, one foot being real and one artificial, we only had to wait a couple of minutes before our priority teleportation was called. The six of us stepped into the circle, and were suddenly elsewhere. 
 
    The Arcane University was bustling. Students and teachers were back from midterm break. Groups of friends were gathering before classes restarted at noon. I had the feeling that I was going to be excused from classes once again, given the number of times we had been contacted over the last day or so. 
 
    We heard a sharp whistle and saw two fuzzy arms waving frantically in the air, so as to be seen above the crowd. We made our way over to Jess, no doubt sent by her father. The were-wolf lass was breathless from her apparent run to meet us. That didn’t stop her from her usual enthusiastic mannerism, however. 
 
    “Hello, hello, welcome back! If you’ll come right this way, Master Max is waiting in his classroom. Normally non-mages aren’t allowed in this part of the Arcane University but… he _is_ the Headmaster. At least we think he is. Sorry, it’s a little bit of a mess! But the guards will let you through anyway.” 
 
    The lupine abandoned us at the guard post that blocked off the West Wing from the rest of the University. They let us through, but the suspicious gazes made it clear that these non magical folk would be monitored closely. 
 
    Max’s classroom was, shockingly, clean. Student desks were in order, papers were in neat stacks on the front desk… nothing was on fire. We took seats along the front row as the old man himself finished writing something, likely school business rather than grading a paper. 
 
    The wispy haired codger looked up from his scribbling. He was back to his farmer’s overalls this morning, though at least they were clean and pressed. “Welcome. I heard one of you was nearly dead and two of you are now cripples. Achievements to be proud of I suppose. More importantly, mission accomplished. One of our other groups reported similar success. The others haven’t fared so well. Now that we know what we’re up against, we’ll be able to send help and… replacements I’m sad to say in the case of our northwestern contingent. We lost some good people. Needless to say, these bastards need to be burned.” 
 
    Although tact still wasn’t a strong suit, I had to admit that Max’s public speaking had improved. 
 
    He continued, “Will, Rick, I’ve considered your request for positions at the Arcane University. Lucky for you, we have little choice. With Hemitath’s hiatus and _Master_ Gideon…” The magus paused to make sure we heard the title change for the were-wolf. “...moving into this classroom to take over the roles associated with teaching advanced theory, there are gaps. Richard Bright, your trial went well and the other staff members like you. I’d like you to consider filling Gideon’s shoes. Or, I guess in your case, shoe. It is a full time position, though after classes you can do whatever silly thing you like at your magic tent in Limt, or whatever it is.” 
 
    Rick called out, “That’s fine. But do I have to work for you?” 
 
    Max scowled and continued, “Young Will Flemming, knowing that you’ll want to tend to that magic tent or hut or whatever it is during the day, normally you would be utterly useless to us. However as it so happens, we need some help in magical crafting. Something about a sudden demand for Amulets of Enhanced Enchanting. So once your shift is over, we can retain you part time to tutor students that need help, do some crafting yourself, and otherwise lend a _hand_.” He seemed quite pleased with himself, working in that last jibe. 
 
    Will turned to Rick and asked, “What are the rules on killing the Headmaster again?” 
 
    The old man smirked and said, “I’ll take that as acceptance. Your payments for the mission have been deposited into your accounts. I believe that takes care of old business. Rick, Will, dismissed. Report to the administrative offices for details on your new assignments.” 
 
    The dismissal of our human friends was a jolt to all of us, but Max wasn’t doing it to be cruel. He was setting them free. They say the least painful cuts are the clean ones, after all. We embraced our friends and promised to catch up later. Once they had made their way out of the classroom, Max continued. 
 
    “I know you’re not a full group, and believe me if I had anyone to spare I would assign them to this mission. And before you ask, yes Sorch, you will be exempted from attending the first week of classes, longer if this takes more time. The success of the two adventuring groups has revealed a pattern that was hidden in the noise. When our arcanists examine the flow of negative energy along the ley lines, they now see an actual terminus. No matter where the surges originate from, they end in the southeast region of Panos.” 
 
    Toby asked, “Arbitros?” 
 
    Max nodded. “Close by. And the swamps near where your green friend hails from.” He gestured towards me, offhandedly, before continuing. “There are no reports of undead marching towards that region, and yet the energy vanishes. Abruptly. As in if it’s being gathered, harnessed. It might signal a move against the elves by… who did you say you suspected, Ames?” 
 
    The feline rumbled, “The Cult of Harrington. It seems that the power of our least favorite dead duke is quite real. His clerics were able to summon serpents in his name. If the diary that we found is to be believed, and the words of Harrington’s former staff ring true, this cult is more widespread than any of us would have imagined.” 
 
    The old archmage mused, “Why is it always the insane cultists that want to bring about the end of the world? For once couldn’t it be someone reasonable but mistaken? We could sit down, have some coffee, talk it out over dinner.” 
 
    I prompted, “Max.” 
 
    The presumed Headmaster sighed, “Yes. Well. The logical thing to do is for Sorch to contact Koroth and warn him of the rebellion in his midst. Let the gods and demons sort it out, and we’ll clean up whatever mess is left.” 
 
    I blinked. “Ummm.” 
 
    The old wizard stared at me. “What? You have this direct link to Koroth, yes? This is the reason you have special rooms and are able to bed your feline friend every night. What’s the problem?” 
 
    “I kind of… made a deal that abolished all mental contact between Koroth and myself. And any of my friends. Forever.” 
 
    There was some yelling and the throwing of an eraser in my general direction. In my defense I said, “It seemed like a good idea at the time! Koroth said I was going to die and he needed my entire, unfiltered dream about the end of the world before that happened. I had leverage.” 
 
    Max spat, “And you used that leverage to catapult our best hope right out the tower window!” He started to pace behind his desk. “Koroth is in the best position to deal with his own insane general. It may backfire of course, but a few more crazy cultists is an acceptable risk when the best result is a quick cessation of hostilities followed by the elimination of the root cause of the recent chaos.” 
 
    Tara said, “Then we go to Koroth. There’s a temple back in Royal Moffit.” 
 
    The rest of us groaned, while Tara and Max looked confused. 
 
    Ames explained, “We raided that temple last year. We broke in and stopped a secret ceremony. They hate us.” 
 
    Max frowned. “Well you’ll just have to be nice to them.” 
 
    Toby practically roared, “NICE?!” 
 
    Max bellowed, quite impressive for a pair of human lungs, “NICE! It’s the fate of the damned world minotaur, keep it in your pants!” The acting Headmaster calmed himself. “The four of you are to get a message to Koroth, via his bishop in Royal Moffit. Sorch, you’re in charge. They may hate you, but they probably consider you powerful for reasons that escape any logic. Tell him about the betrayer in his house and ask what in the hells the Duke’s endgame might be. Report back to me with the results. Go!” 
 
    We walked back towards the teleportation circle that we had just come from. Toby was fuming, tears running down his cheeks. Tara was doing her best to be comforting. Ames, just shaking their head in disbelief. For once, I was the calm and level headed one. 
 
    The gate guards at the rear of the Temple of Omi-Suteth seemed quite confused when the same people who had just left, tromped right back out of their back garden. One of them attempted a little joke, only to get a wordless snarl from Toby as we passed. Ames led the way. There was no conversation as we cut through side streets and alleys in order to reach our familiar destination. 
 
    It looked like Koroth’s people had redecorated. The temple had suffered some minor damage during the conflict, and some more minor damage after the conflict from those who blamed Koroth’s mainstream clergy for not hammering down on their more extreme faction. They had taken the opportunity to rebrand themselves. The art and the signage were all more oriented towards the ‘Broker’ aspect of Koroth now. The primary focus seemed to be on advantageous bargaining and learning the mysteries of the bargains struck between the gods themselves. Gone was all mention of advantageous accords after times of war, greed as an end to itself, and certainly there was no acknowledgement of any role in the recent conflict that rocked Royal Moffit to its core. 
 
    Toby had managed to calm down somewhat, and Tara wiped the final tears from his fuzzy cheeks while we waited at the back of the temple. Soon enough, a black robed acolyte approached us. “Yes?” Everything we needed to know about the tone of our reception was answered in that one word. It would be icy. 
 
    I tried to be upbeat and to the point, “Hi! I’m Sorch Stonebender, and-” 
 
    The young cleric cut me off, “We know who you are, Harbinger of Sorrow. Why are you here?” 
 
    Ames murmured to me, “Catchy name.” 
 
    I cleared my throat, “Yes, well, sorry about that. If you would be so kind as to take us back to see the Bishop?” 
 
    The acolyte looked like his eyes were about to pop out of his skull. “I’ll do no such thing! Are you insane? After everything you did to damage and malign the reputation of our church?” 
 
    Ames was interested in a different tactic. “Just you here right now?” 
 
    The black robe priest peered at the were-cat. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “It’s just you? Nobody else around?” 
 
    Everyone had a quick glance around. Given the time of day the temple was, indeed, empty. 
 
    I said, more firmly, “We’re going to see the Bishop now.” 
 
    Toby and Tara already had the young human off of his feet and had started to carry him back towards the apse when we heard a voice. “You can put young Stephen down now. Stephen, be a lad and go see to the notes for tonight’s sermon, please.” 
 
    The cleric and paladin dropped the black robed priest, who quickly scampered off. An older man strode out from behind the partition that separated the altar from the halls beyond. His hair was black, but fading, and his beard was salt and pepper. He wore the traditional deep purple robes that I had seen once before, prior to Ames staining them red. “I’m Bishop Michael Frye. Sit, we’ll talk. Briefly.” 
 
    The four of us sat in the front row of the lines of pews. The wood groaned but survived the weight of both minotaurs. I said, “Thank you for seeing us. We need to get a message to Koroth.” 
 
    The purple robed man looked genuinely puzzled. “Do you know, if someone had asked me what my day would be like, the chances of me predicting something like this would be fairly low. I wouldn’t have responded with: ‘Oh, the usual things. The Harbinger of Sorrow is coming in later, and he’s going to ask me to commune directly with Koroth.’ That would have been close to the last thing on the agenda.” 
 
    I insisted, “He’s going to want to hear this. It’s about the Cult of Harrington.” 
 
    The blank stare that we got said volumes. 
 
    The four of us launched into a lengthy explanation of how Duke Harrington was actually betraying Koroth. Ames showed him the diary, which the man took his time reading, happy to leave us waiting impatiently. 
 
    Finally the bishop asked, “What makes you think that Koroth doesn’t already know about all this?” 
 
    I said, without thinking, “Because the last time we spoke neither of us were aware of it.” 
 
    My friends started looking elsewhere, massaging their temples, doing everything they needed to do in order to stop themselves from groaning out loud or slapping me. 
 
    Koroth’s bishop said, “He spoke. Directly to you?” 
 
    I hand waved that fact off as less than relevant, “Yeah he was haunting my dreams for a while, it’s a very long story. Trust me, he doesn’t know. This will be valuable information to him!” 
 
    Tara cut in, smoothly, “How often do you get to speak to Koroth? I mean, directly to Koroth? How often does he take your supplication and respond in his own voice?” 
 
    The older man admitted, “It has been quite some time.” 
 
    I jumped on that, “He’s going to want to have a conversation. You have the evidence he needs to unmask a traitor in his house. He’s going to want our help stopping the plotting of his new general. All he needs to do is trace the disruptions in the ley lines and tell us what Harrington’s doing with the negative energy.” 
 
    Koroth’s bishop considered, tight lipped for a few moments. Then he turned and walked over to the altar. “Stay where you are. Don’t make a sound. This will take some time.” 
 
    The ritual was fairly mundane, consisting mostly of a murmured prayer upon the altar of Koroth, and waiting. After twenty minutes of this, something seemed to seize the bishop. For several more minutes he didn’t move, frozen unnaturally. Then the purple robed man slumped against the stone, gasping for air. It took him a few moments to recover from the direct commune with his deity. 
 
    On wobbly legs, Bishop Frye made his way back over to us. He said, “Koroth has received the information. He has a message for you.” The bishop pointed one finger directly at my chest. 
 
    I nodded. “Yes?” 
 
    The bishop said, “Koroth said that the energy carried by the ley lines ended at the Voodoo Engine.” 
 
    My heart suddenly froze. 
 
    “He said: Sorch, go home.” 
 
    I don’t fully remember my friends forcing me to stand and quickly leading me back to Circle of Transport. I only partly remember Ames taking me back to our room at the Arcane University and telling me to rest and prepare. Parsnip was there when I woke, and urged me to do my intellect enhancements and get together an assortment of combat spells. The half elf watched over me as I mechanically followed her advice. 
 
    But my mind kept coming back to one inevitable conclusion. Something about this was personal. The stack of Voodoo Engine diagrams atop my possessions within the old elven stronghold should have been a hint. The involvement of my people, my tribe, it was engineered. I didn’t believe in circumstance, not to this degree. Something that I said or did, something I confessed under torture, SOMETHING had opened the door for Harrington’s plot. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, you know.” 
 
    His words mocked me from beyond the grave. The Duke, now demonic general, calmly spoke of the inevitability of his greatness. At the time he was talking about his dedication to Koroth’s plans. Now though, Harrington had found a way to seize his own measure of power. And part of his revenge was targeted squarely at me, and at my people. 
 
    “Sorch. Sorch!” 
 
    Parsnip was shaking me. “You look like you’re done. Come on, you’re wanted in the Headmaster’s classroom.” 
 
    I said, “Wait.” 
 
    Patricia paused with a hand on my shoulder. “What is it?” 
 
    I took a deep breath and then said, “I want you to know that I respect everything you’ve gone through, but most of all I respect everything that you’ve done for me and for Ames. If there’s ever anything that you need, anything that you want to talk about, we’re here for you. And not just here-here. Wherever either of us are, you are welcome.” 
 
    The half elf smiled a little bit. “Wow. Where did that come from?” 
 
    I confessed, “A friend of a friend reminded me how important it is to be there for people.” 
 
    Parsnip tugged me to my feet. “Good. Because now it’s important to be there for Headmaster Max, in his classroom. Come on.” 
 
    I followed without protest. 
 
    Parsnip gave me a quick peck on the cheek after escorting me to Max’s classroom in the West Wing. She said, “You’re a class act, Sorch Stonebender.” Then the half elf headed off to class, tardy note in hand. When I entered, Ames and Max were having an animated discussion. 
 
    The feline growled, “He’s fine. He went back to our room to rest and prepare. Tara and Toby are off doing their meditation or what have you, this is no different.” 
 
    Max snorted, “My people said that he looked like he had been hit with a warhammer. Dazed and uncommunicative were their exact words. He’s in no condition to lead.” 
 
    Ames made a horizontal swiping gesture with their paw. “He’s fine. End of story. After he gets some rest and bolsters up with those spells of his, he’ll be ready to dive right in.” 
 
    “I’m not fine.” 
 
    I made the statement with surprising calmness, and it caused both human and were-cat to realize that I had entered the room. I made my way down to the front row of desks and sat on top of one, rather than take a chair. Orcish legs swung freely as my gaze shifted between my mentor and my lover. 
 
    I continued, “I’m not fine because it would be ludicrous to be fine after receiving the news that my home village is the conduit for some great evil. I’m not fine because it would be stupid of me to think that this isn’t somehow connected to me, personally. Neither of you are going to convince me otherwise, so don’t bother trying. I’m somehow the inspiration or focus of this latest development. I accept that. It’s not fine, but it’s fact.” 
 
    They were both kind enough to wait as I drew a deep breath. “What I do know is that nobody on the face of Panos, outside of some orcs currently residing in a swamp, knows my people better than I do. I know the terrain, I know the threats, and I know every orc tribe south of Ice House. There is nobody more qualified than me to lead this expedition. And if you try to take it away from me, you’ll have a fight on your hands.” 
 
    I paused to let that sink in. After a final glance between Ames and Max, I said, “So you’re going to have to be fine with me not being completely fine.” 
 
    Both of them nodded silently. 
 
    I asked, “What’s next?” 
 
    Max frowned. “We wait for the bull and cow. I can tell you that I don’t have an exact compensation figure for this, the elven council is a bit busy as you might imagine. It will be more than fair. And somehow I doubt you care all that much. I have an apprentice running to gather material components for you, assuming your spellbook hasn’t changed significantly from the last time I saw it.” 
 
    I murmured, “Thank you Headmaster.” 
 
    For once Max took the honorific in stride. “And there will be food and transport waiting for you on the other side.” 
 
    Ames tilted their head. “Other side of what?” 
 
    The old mage held up a finger. “Just in time.” he called over our heads. We turned to see Toby and Tara hurry into the room. The human waited until they had come down to the front row, and then continued. “The other side of the teleportation that you’re about to undertake. We’re asking you to meet up with your elven friends in Arbitros. As I understand it, they have a method of rapid transport that will allow you to assess the area surrounding your village, Sorch. They can provide an escort as well, for the first part of your journey at least.” 
 
    I cleared my throat and nodded. “So there will be supplies and transport. What about everything else that’s happening? The other conduits from the Plane of Negative Energy, the Cult of Harrington in the southwest, whatever the hells we’re doing to coordinate with Koroth’s people?” 
 
    Max threw up his hands. “That’s why I’m staying here! I, and some rather unfortunate grad students, will be the communications hub for the entire operation. There’s a mercenary company in Glasson that has agreed to help us out of enlightened self interest, and they’ll be moving in to aid the groups with the remaining conduits. Apparently you’ve made friends at the Temple of Xim as well? They have agreed to help back up the groups with their divine power and an automaton or two. But everyone is stretched thin. The conduits, the war, and now we’re getting reports of flooding from communities on The Shore. If you and the elves need help, find a hidey hole, hunker down, and don’t die. We’ll send help as soon as we can. Questions?” 
 
    Surprisingly, there were none. 
 
    The new Headmaster took a deep breath. “Good. You can teleport whenever you’re ready. Don’t die.” 
 
    Inspired by this pep talk, the four of us gathered our things and headed back out to the reception hall. 
 
    I stopped by the University bank before we left. 863 gold. That was what was waiting for Shaman. 863 gold was more than the value of everything that the entire tribe produced in a year. I withdrew it as 8 platinum sovereigns and 63 gold pieces. The sovereigns were thick, heavy coins, but still far lighter than the 100 gold pieces that they would represent. It was time to give Shaman a nice gift. 
 
    The teleportation was, as always, just a flicker of reality. Nobody was waiting upon the bough covered walkway leading up to the elven Circle of Transport. Indeed, it looked like everyone was in quite a hurry to get things done right here in Arbitros. “What’s going on?” I wondered aloud. 
 
    “A prelude to war.” 
 
    The voice was a familiar one. Councillor Jarotath was the lone elf standing still, or so it seemed. He beckoned us to come down and join him. When we did so, the handsome elf led us to a platform that I hadn’t noticed before. It was located behind the main trunk supporting the teleportation area. A sturdy cage made of wood was suspended by ropes and pulleys. “Apologies for the primitive descent, but time is of the essence.” 
 
    Toby seemed to know what to do, at least. When we stepped in the cage, he grabbed one of the thick ropes, while Jarotath grabbed another. Then a little bell rang from a nearby branch. “That’s our counterweight.” the elf explained, and started to pull on the rope. Toby kept time. As we descended, a bit too quickly for my tastes, a second cage full of elves was rising nearby. Ames pointed with a claw. “Counterweight. Hey, are they even helping?” The feline shouted over to the cage that was just drawing level with us, “Pull you scrawny dilettantes!” 
 
    Councillor Jarotath started laughing as a couple of the startled elves in the other cage got to work and pulled their own ropes. “Thank you Ames, for being yourself.” murmured the elf lord. We reached the bottom safely and hopped out so that the next group could make use of this device, called an ‘elevator’ as I later discovered. 
 
    The woodlands were as beautiful as the last time we had walked through them, but the air was hotter. In fact everything had feverish overtones; normally pale elven faces were flushed with effort, forges were glowing red as their fires were stoked. 
 
    As we travelled, our elf escort explained, “Several of our traps and alarms along the borderlands have been tripped. When our people went to check them out, there was no blood. No bodies. They reset and re-warded the snares and pitfalls, only to find them tripped again a few hours later. It’s happening at such a massive scale that a prelude to invasion is the most likely cause.” 
 
    I frowned. “My people?” 
 
    Jarotath held up a hand and waggled it, indicating uncertainty. “Coming from that direction to be sure but, and I mean this with all due respect Sorch, orcs don’t tend to be this subtle. There are no war drums, none of the traps had orcish blood in them. Even the assassin tribes are normally incapable of this level of non-detection. What’s more, our wizards started to scry the borderlands between the swamps and trees, and so far have seen nothing. As in if whoever or whatever is doing these things can detect and evade the floating eyes.” 
 
    We were led to the back of a long, tall stable. Ames’ nose twitched. “What in the hells kind of horses are these?” the feline asked Jarotath. 
 
    “Temperamental ones.” 
 
    When we circled around to the front of the wooden structure, I saw the mounts in question. My mind wasn’t really prepared to accept the signal that my eyes had sent it. So I stood there, dumbfounded for a while. 
 
    Around a score of massive wolves occupied the elven stables. They were larger than your average horse, and they snarled a lot more. Fur coloring ranged from gray to brown to white, and everything in between. The yellow eyes of the closest beast regarded me coolly, assessing. It seemed like these lupines were imbued with a level of intelligence beyond that of their smaller, more wild kin. 
 
    Councillor Jarotath explained, “The wolf riders have been a small part of elven culture for millennia. They are warriors, rangers, mages, and druids all working together to form a harmonious relationship with our brothers and sisters in the giant wolf community. Elves and wolves have long maintained a partnership to keep the woodlands safe. Some of our friends have graciously offered to help you with your mission.” 
 
    The gray beast closest to me snarled and snapped those massive jaws in my direction as a warning. “D-did you explain to them that I’m on their side?” 
 
    The elf laughed. “Oh, Teagan here knows that. He’s just messing with you.” 
 
    Jarotath led us down the row of impressive lupines as he spoke. “The promised supplies are in the saddlebags. You will have a two women escort today. The combination of one mage and one druid will allow you to unlock the true speed of the wolves. Haste and Pass Through Roots, in conjunction with one another, will allow you to reach the swamps in no time at all. Ah, Yarith, who is willing to help us today?” 
 
    The last was addressed to an older elf, looking like she could be Hemitath’s sister. Yarith replied, “I’ll be on Teagan since he’s offered to help. Horaneth will ride Aoife of course, with their druidic bond. Faline wishes to lead the pack, as is her right. And Zaira, Uistean, and Laoghaire have all stepped up.” 
 
    “Good. Are we ready?” asked the Councillor. 
 
    Yarith pointed at Toby and Tara, “Our large brother and sister will need to be Reduced.” 
 
    The two minotaurs groaned. Apparently they’ve heard this before. 
 
    Yarith smirked, “You’d break the backs of even our biggest lupine friends. I promise to Enlarge you once again when we get to your destination. Come, help me saddle them up and we’ll take care of you afterwards.” 
 
    Jarotath looked between myself and the were-cat. He said, “Ames, I would suggest Faline. She’s a no-nonsense leader, and you would benefit from each other’s keen instincts. Sorch I would, ah… I’ll have to insist you ride Laoghaire. He’s the tamest of the bunch, if you get my meaning.” 
 
    I snorted, “You mean the one least likely to bite me, yes. And I appreciate it, don’t you worry.” 
 
    After our new allies had been saddled, we watched as Toby and then Tara accepted the Reduce spell. The pair of them shrunk, along with their clothes and possessions, until they were a little shorter than Leeson. “That’s amazing.” I had to admit. As much as I wanted to poke fun at my friends, they were wearing rather neutral masks. I didn’t want to push either of them. 
 
    I was led over to my mount, Laoghaire. The rugged looking white wolf tilted his massive head, curiously. Tentatively, I reached out to lay a gloved hand on the lupine’s shoulder. He leaned into the touch, perhaps to show that it was OK, or to inspire confidence in me. I stroked the back of Laoghaire’s neck, which he accepted stoically. 
 
    I asked, “Do I just hop up now?” 
 
    That big white furred head nodded, once. 
 
    Mounting Laoghaire was easier than dealing with any horse I had ever been around. The wolf moved to actively help me out, and immediately straightened up to his full height once I had settled my feet into the stirrups. I didn’t see any kind of lead or reins, so I asked, “Laoghaire, where do I put my hands?” 
 
    The white wolf swivelled his gaze off to the right. I saw Ames roughly thumping and ear-rubbing the brown female named Faline. The wolf’s tail was thrashing happily, apparently pleased to have been paired with an aggressive and assertive rider. My love had taken to this like a fish to water. Then I saw Ames’ pawpads curl in and grip Faline’s scruff. 
 
    Tentatively I scratched and massaged Laoghaire’s neck fur: The skin below was tough, the fur itself thick and strong. My white wolf nodded again, indicating that I was in the right area. I grasped his scruff firmly, which set Laoghaire’s tail wagging. Mission accomplished, apparently. 
 
    The other elf, presumably Horaneth astride the red-brown Aoife, said, “Everyone come on out here and close ranks. We need to hit the entire group with these spells. Nice and tight please.” 
 
    The wolves seemed to understand, and without much urging they padded out of their stables. A couple of them growled at Laoghaire and myself, but my mount was amazingly stoic. Even shoulder to shoulder with the other lupines, the white furred giant wolf seemed almost placid. 
 
    Ames leaned over and commented, “I think yours has been munching on cannabis.” 
 
    I looked down at Laoghaire. He seemed like he was about to fall asleep. “I think you might be right.” 
 
    The first spell was arcane, but one that I had never heard before. It apparently used silver and some sort of bean as components. When Yarith finished her spell, I felt a sudden jolt. My heart was beating faster, and my movements were twitchy. I noticed that everyone else in the group was having the same issue. That must have been the Haste spell. 
 
    The druidic prayer was also nothing I had ever heard. Shaman never used it, of that I was sure. When Horaneth had finished, I felt a strange sense of potential, but nothing more. I supposed that the Pass Through Roots prayer was meant more for our mounts than for ourselves. 
 
    “Let’s ride!” 
 
    I wasn’t really sure what came next. Luckily, Laoghaire did. He took off like a bolt fired from a crossbow. I was immediately sorry for thinking that my lupine steed was in any way slow, lazy, or laid back. The surge of speed and churning of muscle caused me to lay forward, face buried in the top of Laoghaire’s head fur. 
 
    When I had gathered enough courage to look up, I immediately wished that I hadn’t. The world was rushing and warping around me chaotically. One moment we were at the back of the pack. Then my white wolf would stomp on a tree root and we would be catapulted into the lead, instantaneously passing through the tree like a surge of electricity. And in between these jumps, our already-fast giant wolves were under the effects of the Haste spell. Fuzzy legs blurred with frantic motion until they reached the next big tree, and then they shot 20 paces into the distance in a heartbeat. 
 
    I screamed against the wind, “Please don’t get us killed!” 
 
    Laoghaire’s only reply was an amused bark. 
 
    Once I had gotten beyond the feelings of terror and self preservation, I started to enjoy myself. It was breathtaking. I allowed myself to sit forward, gaze levelled just above Laoghaire’s ears. He seemed to sense my acceptance, or maybe he just detected my new relaxed and streamlined posture. Either way, my giant wolf started taking some amazing scenic routes. He fearlessly leapt over babbling brooks. He intentionally went for the high ground so that I could see the glory and majesty of the elven woods. As quickly as everything was passing, Laoghaire was still an excellent tour guide. 
 
    Suddenly, the terrain was opening up. Moss became a more common sight than wild grass or tree bark. We slowed a fraction because the ground was getting less firm; more marshy. It was then that I realized: We had gone from Arbitros to the edge of the Southern Clans territory in under an hour. It wasn’t teleportation, but short of that there was no faster way to travel. 
 
    Ames’ mount darted into the lead, then intentionally slowed. When Faline broke pace, the rest of the pack followed suit. We all hopped off of our mounts. I noticed that everyone was moving at normal speeds once more. “Haste is out?” I asked. 
 
    Yarith nodded. “I can re-apply it for the trip back, but the extra speed won’t help us much in the swamps. The Pass Through Roots blessing will actually continue for a while longer, so after the pups rest we can continue. There are plenty of swampy trees to make use of, even over the course of the next half an hour. We can get you closer.” 
 
    I watched the wolves lap clear water from the little pond that Faline had stopped to take advantage of. “Thank you for this. I’m still not sure what’s happening, but I do know it’s important.” 
 
    The elven magus nodded once again. She said, “Laoghaire normally sullenly tolerates his rider. Not this time. He genuinely likes you. Maybe you were born a child of wolves.” 
 
    I laughed a little bit. “I was scared stiff for most of the journey. Laoghaire’s a good teacher.” 
 
    Yarith’s fine lips quirked crookedly. “No, not really. But he knows a kindred soul.” 
 
    I glanced over at Laoghaire. His packmates would nudge or nip him every once in a while, but he rarely retaliated. Nor did the lupine seem unhappy with the treatment, bushy tail thrashing quite regularly. 
 
    I murmured, “I wonder what it would have been like. To be born an elf.” I turned back to the elven mage standing at my side, ready to offer apology if that was offensive. 
 
    Yarith considered the question somberly. Eventually she said, “You would still be a child. Given your talents, you would probably be learning the ways of wild magic. Progressing quickly I imagine. But ‘quickly’ for our people is a glacial pace for your own. I imagine you would be a rather impatient elven child, Sorch Stonebender. But a promising one.” 
 
    I smiled at that assessment. “Any frustration I might have had would have been worth it. To grow up like this, with wolves and trees and a people who genuinely loved magic. I would be happy as long as, within that version of Panos, I still got to meet Ames and my friends.” 
 
    Just then, my white wolf padded over and butted my chest with his forehead, nearly knocking me over. Yarith took that as a sign. 
 
    “Let’s ride. The hunt has only just started.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    We stopped once more, this time on the edge of the landscape’s dramatic transformation. From our perspective at the top of a small hill, solid land seemed to simply slide away to our west. Just a few paces below us was the familiar sheen of stagnant water, and the smell of nature hosting and recycling beasts of the air, land, and sea all at the same time. Damp soil became silt and clay. Moss became muck. This was the swamp. This was home. 
 
    The reason for the pause wasn’t that these giant wolves couldn’t handle a little shallow water. Rather, we had observed two elven rangers resetting traps that had been triggered. Their faces bore looks of relief when they saw a contingent of wolf riders. That melted into confusion when they saw that one of the riders was an orc. But this pair was polite enough not to comment. 
 
    Our druid, Horaneth, trotted over on Aoife. She spoke in Common for the benefit of Ames and myself. “Hark seekers. What news?” 
 
    The younger looking of the two elves gestured to what looked like a spent vine trap. “This has been happening all day. Something is tripping our traps, but nothing is ever caught. It isn’t leaving real tracks. There are some muddy smudges and moist imprints, but they seem disguised. I doubt it’s any sort of wild game.” 
 
    The older elf said, with some certainty, “It’s the swamp itself.” 
 
    Horaneth peered at the silver haired ranger with gnarled hands. “What do you mean, venerable one?” The measure of respect that the druid gave to the old ranger was unquestionable. 
 
    “We didn’t see anything with our eyes, but the traps being sprung are all right along the edge of our territory. There are never solid tracks or marks, but along the banks there are water marks and silt stains that lay a fraction higher than the rest of the swamp. There are streaks of clay and mud along the ground. Something triggers the trap, and then melts back into the swamp. It’s the only explanation.” 
 
    The younger ranger held up both hands, palms out. He silently deferred to the wisdom of his partner. 
 
    I asked, “Could it have been a water elemental?” 
 
    All eyes were on me now. I hated that. 
 
    Hopping down from Laoghaire’s saddle, I fished my spellbook out of my backpack. Opening to the pages that described Conjure Minor Elemental, I held the book out to the older elf and pointed to the drawing of the water variant. 
 
    The silver haired ranger nodded. “It absolutely could have been something like that. Or at least something related. Smaller perhaps. Something not entirely solid rising from the murky water and melting back into it. The signs are consistent.” 
 
    I frowned grimly, then closed the book. “Thank you kind sir.” 
 
    Horaneth asked me, as I got back in the saddle, “Elementals? Nothing in the swamp can harness that kind of power. What does it mean?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t know. I need to think about it.” 
 
    Yarith chimed in with a helpful suggestion, “Think faster.” 
 
    Then we set off into the swamp. 
 
    There was nothing subtle about six giant wolves stomping through the shallow, silty water at the edge of the swampland. Pass Through Roots was still quite effective, allowing us to skip through vast areas where cottonwood and white oak trees jutted out of the water. But as we dove farther into the swamps of the Southern Clans, vegetation thinned. Vast barren stretches greeted us, and the tromping of wolves into the clay-heavy water soon had all of us caked in gray. 
 
    I did my best to keep us out of deep waters, though there were more deep patches than I had remembered. The water level had risen compared to seasons past. The infrequent hills that used to jut from the center of the swamplands were smaller and more barren. Petrified logs that had lain exposed for a generation were now completely submerged. I had the distinct feeling that this was not the home I once knew. Not entirely. 
 
    We had reached one of the short bumps of earth that briefly provided solid footing, when Ames and Faline leapt to the front of the pack before skidding to a halt. All of the other wolves followed the alpha female’s lead, slowing to a trot before crouching. The brown wolf seemed to be silently communing with her brethren. We slid from our saddles to have a rider conference as well. 
 
    Yarith murmured, “I believe they’re talking about how rough the going is. They weren’t built for this. If we were to turn back, how much farther would you need to go?” 
 
    I considered. “Half a day to three quarters, depending on when we could get some rest. You’ve cut a full day from our journey, no matter which direction we could have come in from. We’re grateful.” 
 
    Horaneth started laughing. “Aoife says that Faline just asked them if they wanted to turn back.” The elf gestured over to the pack of wolves. 
 
    I was both amused and inspired at the sight of 5 massive wolves shaking their head ‘no’. 
 
    “We’ll get you closer.” assured the druid. 
 
    “Quiet.” 
 
    The word was spoken by Ames and by Yarith at the same time. They glanced at each other, and then took action. The elf gestured for everyone to get down and stay low. Humanoids and wolves all hunkered down on their bellies. Ames crept to the top of the short hill on all fours. The were-cat peered to the north. 
 
    In our self imposed silence, we all heard what came next. The distant crack and rumble of something large being rent into pieces and reshaped. The faint cackle of a madman. 
 
    Ames crawled back down from their vantage point, looking quite shaken. Bipeds and lupines huddled together to hear the whispered news. 
 
    The feline growled, “Sorch, Toby. That thing you heard. That was Salt.” 
 
    Tara looked like she was trying to remember something. The elves and wolves looked confused. Only Toby and I shared the were-cat’s horror. 
 
    Our paladin murmured, “Salt is dead, his body was burned and buried in the mines. The ground was consecrated. It’s impossible.” 
 
    Ames snarled, “Saw him with my own eyes, Toby! Unless you know another ancient elven madman with salt elementals…” 
 
    Yarith smoothly cut the were-cat off. “Please explain. Who is Salt?” 
 
    Toby recalled our trip to the salt mines last year. Tara started to nod, recalling hearing this tale: Our encountering and subsequent vanquishing of Salt and the Necromancer before one or both of them could break free and destroy the countryside. Which of course was in direct contradiction to what Ames had just seen in the distance. 
 
    The feline insisted, “It was him. Four hundred, five hundred paces north, surrounded by his elementals and other things. He was raising something out of the swamp, possibly another one of his guardians. Surely you heard him shrieking?” 
 
    Tara sounded confused. She said, “Shouldn’t salt elementals be decomposing in the water?” None of us had an answer. 
 
    I murmured, “I can find out what’s going on. But I’ll need a half hour.” 
 
    Horaneth asked, curiously, “You have scrying magic?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I can conjure a small water elemental.” 
 
    The elven druid looked suitably impressed. “You are well prepared.” 
 
    I admitted, “This is the first time it’s ever been useful.” 
 
    The wolves had no objection to a brief rest. Tara stole my cooking pot before I got started, so that she could warm up meals and then brew tea for everyone. Horaneth used her druidic skills to lure some fish over and net them. The wolves would have snacks as well, it seemed. 
 
    I simply had some jerky and a drink of water so that I could start quickly. The circle was drawn on the damp hillside, and the sigils carved. Then, I sat, cross legged, and started to gather power. There was certainly plenty of water around from which to draw elemental energy. 
 
    I wasn’t aware of the passage of time, but I was confident that the harnessing was happening at a strong, steady rate. I felt the water flowing through me, as if soaking into my pores and being exhaled through my nostrils. It was like a reservoir had gathered in my mind, and was ready to simply spill out of me. 
 
    When I felt the power reach its apex, I spat into the center of the summoning circle. With that gesture, all of the water seemed to drain out of me. It collected and gathered inside the circle, growing as it took on a life of its own. The circle flashed and faded, absorbed into the planar creature that I had called forth. 
 
    Then, the other kind of drain. I felt the walls of my mind crumbling, and my knowledge and reasoning started to pour out. I managed to shore up the holes, but not before losing a quarter day’s enhancement. It was my most powerful spell, and with that came great cost. 
 
    In that moment however, the drain was worth it. I maintained my channeling so that I didn’t simply control the minor water elemental. I _was_ the elemental. I ‘saw’ through it, I felt myself spreading along the ground, yearning to slip into that vast pool situated so close. Knowing it would let me grow, let me breathe and flex, let me feel and flow. I slid into the swamp with a happy burble. 
 
    I was a surge in the calmness of the waters. I could recklessly kick up silt or silkily slide through the shallows without a trace. Fish and turtles and lizards were swept aside harmlessly, confused by the sudden pressure and flow, but embraced by my benevolence and set down gently in my wake. The occasional caiman thought to challenge me, but thought again as I flowed past, thrumming with potential and danger. The water was their home, but I _was_ the water. The difference was clear, even to them. 
 
    Once I had a feel for my new form, I covered the vast gap between my friends and the perceived disturbance in a few seconds. I lay skulking, a knot of heavy water surrounded by elemental pillars, boney legs, and stilts made of muck and silt. Only when I was confident in my camouflage did I spread myself thinly across the surface, becoming a lens through which I could see the creatures standing above me. 
 
    And there he was. There was no doubt in my mind that this was Salt, flanked by his elementals. The huge conjurations did have some protection from the water, legs packed in clay that seemed to cling to them unnaturally. Still, I felt them seeping through, slowly poisoning my element. I felt rage. But there was still more to see, so I contained that anger for the moment. Further up there was another gathering, and I flowed to it. A hundred paces was covered in just a few of my useless orcish shell’s heartbeats. From this new perspective I saw another unwelcome face: the Necromancer. He too thought dead, he too spreading the stench of his taint to my waters. The dead rose to his call, skeletons that gathered muck and clay, born in the swamp, bound by the swamp. And all the dead were former orcs. The clay made them orcish in shape, and they were wielding rusty orcish weapons. 
 
    And at the head of his new army, a beast that was the creation of both of the risen, mad elves. A half-ogre golem made of bone plates packed inside of a salty clay shell. A golem imbued with the spirit of the dead, and with a hole burned right through the heart, as in if its chest had been hollowed out by bolts of acid. 
 
    Each of them were connected to a strand. This strand led back. Led west. I snuck away from the interlopers for a couple of minutes, until they couldn’t possibly detect me. Then I followed the flow, tearing through the waters of the swamp, not caring that I left a miniature tidal wave in my wake. I got as close as I could to the source and rose from the muck, a living being in the shape of a humanoid, striding on the surface of the water. I was hellbent upon seeing what caused this abomination. I strode upon the wet land, slowly melting away as I moved towards the source of these strands. 
 
    And then I saw it. The village. The convergence of all of the strands. 
 
    The Voodoo Engine. 
 
    There was a sudden surge of power. I was caught in the disjunction. Slowly I melted away, becoming one with the land, knowing that I would flow through and once again join my fellow droplets and drips. And together we would be the swamp once more. 
 
    I opened my eyes with a startled gasp, forced to breathe air. For a moment I panicked, looking for the swamp, a swamp that I could inhale and be one with. But then I remembered who I was. I took hold of that memory and donned my identity like a warm cloak. 
 
    “Sorch Stonebender. Sorch Stonebender.” 
 
    I heard Ames say, curiously, “Sorch? Why are you saying your own name over and over again?” 
 
    Eleven pairs of eyes were peering at me. Dammit, not again. 
 
    I cleared my throat, “Sorry, channeling the elemental like that can be… immersive. Let me think. Let me remember.” 
 
    I tried to incorporate those memories from another life into my own. I started to reconcile the alien sensations of being water. I mapped those feelings over to a system that my humanoid body could comprehend. 
 
    And then I understood. The weight of my discovery hit me like a landslide. 
 
    “Oh gods.” 
 
    Tara asked, “What is it Sorch? What did you see?” 
 
    I said, hoarsely, “My past. Everyone I helped to kill. Brought back. Summoned by the Voodoo Engine as it absorbs all of the excess power from the Plane of Negative Energy. Made possible when I touched that damned black gem. I gave him a template.” 
 
    Yarith shook her head. “I don’t understand. You gave who a template?” 
 
    It was Ames who answered on my behalf, grimly. “Duke Harrington. An actual demon now, who in life was personally killed by Sorch.” 
 
    I growled, “And he empowers the Necromancer to raise the dead, and Salt to embalm them in clay and shape them into orcs. The captain of their army is a vicious half-ogre I once had to kill, now reanimated as some sort of macabre golem. The orcs really are marching against the elves. They just aren’t alive.” 
 
    Yarith nodded. “I’ll send back a Message, get the word out that this isn’t really an orc army. Our traps could be getting set off by anything. Little elementals or reanimated lizards made of mud. The evidence just falls back into the swamp and melts away.” 
 
    The temporarily small hand of Toby gripped my shoulder. “Sorch, if he’s trying to start a war, is there a chance that there is some actual orc involvement? Surely Harrington couldn’t be relying on this undead ruse alone. It would be discovered eventually.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t know Toby. We need to get to my village and find out exactly what’s going on.” 
 
    Yarith said, “We’ll get you as close as we can, but then we need to head back. There’s only so much two dozen words can convey, and my people will need all of the details to combat this threat.” 
 
    With that, Yarith cast Max’s Message and let the elven Council know what they were up against. The reply that she related was that the elves would hold the borderlands defensively until their reconnaissance could be shifted to the Jeywafa village. 
 
    Ames rumbled, “What in the hells is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Tara guessed, “They want to find out if there’s willing orc involvement in this mess before they commit to any rash action.” 
 
    I didn’t mince words, “It means if my idiot chieftain willingly threw in with Harrington and his people, he may have started a war.” 
 
    Toby shook his head. “No.” 
 
    I glanced over at the minotaur, my gaze too high at first since I was not used to conversing with him at a reasonable vertical level. 
 
    My horned friend squeezed my shoulder once again. “Not if we get there first, Sorch. Not if we stop him.” 
 
    I blinked, not having considered the possibility that we might be able to outpace the scrying. “Yarith, if we start out now, can we beat the Eyes?” 
 
    The elven magus considered. “We’re far closer. They have perfect speed over every terrain but if the wolves are willing to get you very close… yes. We can beat the Eyes.” 
 
    Soon each of us had our assigned giant wolf crouched next to us, waiting for all of these silly bipeds to mount up. 
 
    Horaneth ruffled her red-brown wolf’s ears. “I think we have our answer, no need for Aoife to translate.” 
 
    Ames mounted up on the alpha female. “They’re getting closer with their summoning and raising of the undead. After you drop us off, you’re going to need to head southeast right down to the shore if you want to have any chance of not being cut off.” 
 
    The rest of us got back in the saddle. Yarith laughed a little bit. “These boys and girls will tear through a few skeletons like dry kindle. As long as we can avoid their main force, we’ll be alright.” 
 
    I couldn’t keep the thought out of my head: And if they did get caught behind the main force, they were dead and we would have effectively killed them. Unless… 
 
    I mentioned, “If you get cut off, there’s a cave with an entrance large enough for the wolves. It’s a couple of hours south of Jeywafa village. It was called the Silverfish lair but I took care of the Silverfish. Hole up there, rest, and then you can head west across the hills to Limt.” 
 
    Horaneth and Yarith exchanged arched glances. It was the mage who said, “You are full of surprises, Sorch Stonebender.”  
 
    With that, Teagan and Aoife took off like they had been propelled from a ballista. The five pairs of us followed them west, with Ames and Faline quickly taking their rightful place in the lead.  
 
    I leaned down to murmur into Laoghaire’s ear. “Hey. Keep them safe OK? It’s the heroic ones who get into trouble. The world needs more level headed souls.” 
 
    The white furred wolf responded with a breathless bark. 
 
    I liked to think that he was saying, ‘Sure thing Sorch, everything is going to be alright. If we get in trouble we’ll double back and follow your advice. Don’t worry about us, concentrate on the mission.’ 
 
    But it’s far more likely that he was saying, ‘Well I’ll try Sorch, but I follow the alpha and she can get a little crazy. I’ll help out where I can, but whatever happens, happens. I’m sure you understand.’ 
 
    Though it occurred to me that he might have been saying, ‘Sorch, are you nuts?! Why would I follow the advice of the guy who grabbed an extraplanar focus, got himself killed, caused all of these crazy enemies from the past to appear, and is headed towards near-certain death himself? You’re a real idiot.’ 
 
    Then again, maybe I was reading too much into it. Sometimes a bark is just a bark. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    There was very little doubt that stealth was off the table. Six giant creatures sloshing through the water at speed was bound to attract the attention of any kind of scout that you care to name, living or unliving. If there was anyone in the vicinity, they knew where we were. 
 
    Horaneth maneuvered close, our wolves shoulder to shoulder, and said, “Where can we drop you off?” 
 
    I pointed to a couple of nearby sandbars. “That used to be much wider, but I imagine it still leads all the way up to the foothills. We’ll head north towards the village. You can move inland and then south to the Silverfish’s lair and rest these beasties.” 
 
    Horaneth didn’t argue. One look at the wolf pack was enough to know that they’d already given everything that they had just getting us here. Heads were starting to sag, tongues were lolling out of muzzles. They needed fresh water, some fish, and a few hours of rest in secrecy. The lair and nearby river would provide all of that. 
 
    The druid said, “I’ll use that time to pray, and then I’ll be able to summon a message raven. We’ll get the full details back to the militia one way or another. They likely have most of the salient points already if they’re sending Eyes, but best to be sure.” 
 
    Once we were on solid land, the four of us gathered all of our gear. Toby and Tara were Enlarged, regaining their vertical advantage, much to their relief. I gave the elven women details on the landmarks that they should be aware of, and then we said our goodbyes. 
 
    The wolves started to lope off, but Laoghaire remained a moment. I received a firm headbutt on the shoulder from the massive white wolf, and then a good long stare from those yellow eyes. 
 
    I said, “I’ll be fine, Laoghaire.” I didn’t really know if that was the case, but it seemed like the wolf needed to hear it. 
 
    The giant lupine snorted once, then he pivoted to jog west, following his packmates. 
 
    Ames sighed. The were-cat said, “Well at least we don’t need to worry about camouflage.” 
 
    My mate was right. We were covered head to toe in a layer of silt and clay. It took a few minutes to decake certain important bags, pouches, and weapons. We all pitched in with the cleaning of Ames’ crossbow bolts as we walked, making sure that they weren’t going to get stuck in the mechanism or fail to fly true when fired. Once that was done, Ames and I took point, letting the minotaurs follow around ten paces behind. For once, I was needed as the native guide. 
 
    Orcish patrols were conspicuously absent, which didn’t make me feel particularly confident. If something had happened to the village, there likely wouldn’t be any telltale signs such as smoke or undue carnage. The undead army doesn’t use fire, and they would simply have raised the corpses to join their ranks. 
 
    The sandbar continued to widen until we had joined up with the drier landmass adjacent to the foothills. Still no signs of sentient life. It was a good fifteen minutes of travel, putting us well into the foothills, before Ames raised an arm to bar my path. I reached into my pouch and ‘palmed’ something with my magic gloves, just in case we needed the element of surprise. One sharp claw pointed to a stout little shrub next to a sickly looking tree. Two pairs of eyes stared out; one set was larger and filled with wonder, while the other set was smaller and filled with suspicion. I knew those eyes. 
 
    Irritated, I held out my wrist and called out, “Lizzy.” 
 
    The flying lizard launched from the head of the other shadowy figure. She circled me slowly before landing on my wrist. The silly creature then started preening and grooming herself, as if this were a normal, everyday meeting. 
 
    The small figure that slowly paced out of the shrub was also familiar to me. Those wide, hazel-flecked green eyes were locked on Ames. Needless to say, Benno had never seen a were-cat before. 
 
    I made the introduction, “Benno, this is my mate Ames. Ames, this is one of our promising young mages, Benno. Don’t shoot him.” 
 
    I sort of forgot that the two biggest shocks of the young orc’s life were seconds behind us. This time, the small mage fell right back on his rump, mouth agape. He stared up, and up, and up at Tara, and then up some more at Toby. 
 
    I said, “Oh right. The little one is Tara, and the bigger one is Toby.” I found it amusing to call Tara ‘little’. She did not, if the light slap on my shoulder was any indication. “These are my friends Benno, it’s OK.” 
 
    He nodded, dumbly. 
 
    I decided to address the more unimpressed of the two. “Lizzy, take us to Shaman?” There was a lazy yawn, a hiss, and then the lizard begrudgingly took flight. Benno seemed to be paralysed with a combination of fear and wonder. Tara scooped the lad up easily, set him on Toby’s shoulders, then the five of us followed Lizzy’s flightpath. 
 
    The young orc quickly recovered from his shock to savor what might be a once in a lifetime experience. He gripped Toby’s black horns, still spattered with some clay but clean enough, and used them as handles. Benno spent the next few minutes experiencing what it was like to be the tallest orc in all of Panos. I glanced back at one point to see Toby getting one of the bigger shocks of his life as well. The minotaur’s eyes were wide, and he had nearly dropped his magic axe. It took me a moment to realize that the young orc must be talking to him, mind to mind. I probably should have warned my friends. 
 
    Belatedly, I mentioned, “Benno is psychic, folks. If he’s touching you, don’t panic when he speaks directly into your head.” Toby stared at me after I gave the group that late warning. I just shrugged. 
 
    Despite finding a friend, we were still on high alert. Luckily, or perhaps eerily, there wasn’t another soul in earshot. Our only companions were the chittering, croaking, and buzzing wildlife. Even those sounds seemed muted in comparison to what I remembered. 
 
    The old copper mine was our destination. Benno had to disembark, and the minotaurs had to crouch until we were in the main cavern. I murmured, “Let them know we’re here Benno, I don’t want to be greeted by a salvo of magic, or rocks, or both.” 
 
    “Uncle! Auntie! Sorch and his friends are here.” 
 
    A couple of Light cantrips blossomed deeper in the cave. A relieved looking group of orcish students was illuminated by the first cantrip. ‘Uncle’ and ‘Auntie’, looking exhausted, stood in the second. Lizzy flew over to perch on Dutch’s back. 
 
    Hemitath had warm, relieved hugs for everyone. This got the old elven archmage quite dirty, but she didn’t seem to mind. There wasn’t even a need to introduce Tara to the archmage, as they had Adventurer’s Guild dealings in the past. Everyone wanted to shake Shaman’s hand. The common line was, “We’ve heard so much about you.” My oldest friend gave me a look, but I assured him that all of what they heard was good stuff. He grinned toothily. 
 
    We took some time to rest after our long ride and shorter walk, while Shaman explained what was going on in the village. 
 
    “Chief screwed up, big time. Couple day back, he announce no need smart orcs for Voodoo Engine no more. He trade most of ‘em to Nightbane tribe as hammer-maiden breeding stock or something. They appreciate smarter orc babies. Our students sneak off to here. Chief say now we no need copper, can dig for gold and gems. Voodoo Engine know where, he say. Then bad stuff start happen. Engine get mind of own. Not just do our stuff, do its own stuff. Me not allowed to touch no more, only Chief. He let Voodoo Engine do whatever it want. Then we start seeing zombies, skeletons, bad night stuff. Chief say no worry, just Engine protect itself. Even the bashers divided. Chief power not really with them no more. It with Voodoo Engine and dis new dark army. When say something, sent me off to find strong wife in other tribes, make ally he say.” 
 
    I said, “Shaman, the elven Eyes are coming. Whatever the Eyes see goes right back to the southern Elven Council. If they see that the Chief is involved in raising an undead army against them, that’s it. They’ll go to war with the orcs. And not just our tribe, since when other tribes see elves in our lands, they’re going to respond. The chieftain is starting a war.” 
 
    Hemitath said, “If that’s the case Sorch, we need to move now. I’ve expended some of my power, but it doesn’t sound like there’s time to rest. The Eyes are relentless, they don’t care about terrain or armies. Nothing I say will sway the Council if they see the Jeywafa tribe complicit in this.” 
 
    Shaman called over to the smart orcs, “Pack it all up. Got ten minutes, then we go.” There was a flurry of activity as books, papers, and personal items all got stuffed into backpacks and watertight sacks. 
 
    Ames, ever practical, asked Hemitath, “What do you have left?” 
 
    The old elven woman frowned. “I wasn’t expecting direct confrontation. I have some combat magic, but I was focused on obfuscation, communication. I thought we would be hiding and organizing for a couple of days. I never predicted this kind of brash escalation.” 
 
    I murmured, “Well. That’s my fault.” 
 
    Shaman and Hemitath looked to me for an explanation. I told them about my recent brush with death, and how that had apparently imprinted my memories into the stream of Negative Energy, giving it not only a focus, but specific spirits that it could summon. 
 
    Hemitath shook her head. She said, “Don’t be too hard on yourself, Sorch. If it wasn’t you, it would have been one of their own members doing it intentionally. At least this way we know what we’re dealing with. We know the terrain. It could have been much worse.” 
 
    I didn’t really see how things could get much worse, but I wasn’t going to argue with Hemitath’s kind words. There was no benefit to anyone. 
 
    Toby said, “Sorch. Use your scroll.” 
 
    I frowned, “The jumpstart scroll? But what if-” 
 
    The minotaur cut me off. “If we don’t have time to rest between now and then, and we’re going up against all that, I think that-” 
 
    And I in turn cut my dear friend off. “You’re right, of course. You don’t save something for a rainy day in the middle of a typhoon.” 
 
    I got the Enhance Intelligence scroll out of my pack. Hemitath made a lesson out of it, explaining to the orcish students how a scroll was a stored casting of a spell, with the material components already used and the power already invested. She explained that the special inks cost a lot of money and the creation of the scroll itself cost time. The apprentices watched in fascination as I read words from that unrolled parchment, and each letter and symbol seemed to burn from the paper. When I finished, I felt the surge the enhancement, magnified by my Amulet of Enhanced Enchanting. I wasn’t quite up to the point that I had been prior to casting my Conjure Minor Elemental spell, but at least I was better off. 
 
    We headed out of the cave as a single unit. With four apprentice mages, Shaman, and Hemitath in tow, our group was ten strong… plus an emerald tree boa and a crazy flying lizard. Ames looked back at the group, half of them filthy, the apprentices looking lost and confused. 
 
    “What could go wrong?” the were-cat asked before taking the usual ten pace lead. I stayed with the bulk of the party this time, Lizzy and Dutch making much more stealthy and alert guides and companions for the rogue. The snake cut through the low terrain easily, her tongue flicking out to better ‘taste-smell’ her surroundings. Lizzy saved her strength, simply staying perched on my love’s shoulder, her keen lacertilian eyes always scanning. 
 
    We stopped when Ames did. The feline signaled that we could slowly creep up into the brush, which is what we did. Up ahead was the southern entrance to the village. There were a dozen guards on high alert, and not all of them were the typical orcish warriors I would have expected. In addition to the usual bashers were a couple of leather-clad clerics donning the warped holy symbol of Harrington. A cold fire seeped into my veins when I saw my people shoulder to shoulder with these evil men. 
 
    Silently, we considered the situation. The terrain surrounding the village naturally funneled visitors towards a southerly approach. There was also an approach from the northwest, but it was narrow and usually heavily guarded. The western huts and tents lay against a low foothill, mostly occupied by bashers, traders, and the chieftain’s favorites. The eastern hovels were situated by a short but steep drop off into the swamp, and were occupied by the families and tradesmen of the tribe. The line of northern tents was where all of the ‘nobility’ was located: The Chief’s tent, Shaman’s tent, the hunt leaders, and a tent for honored guests. 
 
    And sitting a few paces in front of the Chief’s tent was, of course, the Voodoo Engine. Normally there would be a ring of smart-orc bedrolls and makeshift rain shields surrounding it, but times had changed. With no need for orc mages to power the Engine, I expected that area to be fairly clear. Indeed, all I saw in the distance was four tiki torches marking the ‘safe zone’ around the artifact. Anyone drunk or stupid enough to wander inside would be pummeled by the bashers, or worse. 
 
    We couldn’t get any closer without being seen, as there was simply no cover large enough to hide so many of us. In fact there was no cover that would hide even a single minotaur effectively. Hemitath gestured that she wanted to discuss the matter, so we wriggled our way back to a more safe distance. 
 
    The elven archmage murmured, “I can use my Mass Camouflage spell to mask our presence, but it isn’t true invisibility. It makes us blend in with our surroundings. So we could move slowly. But really we need a distraction to make it effective.” 
 
    Ames asked, “To what end though? Are we planning to sneak in and assassinate the Chief? And then somehow destroy the Arcane Syphon?” 
 
    Shaman shook his head. “We turn all against us, we dead. Couple dozen bashers, Chief, rest of tribe, and whatever Voodoo Engine bring.” 
 
    Toby said, “I don’t like those odds either. What do you propose instead?” 
 
    Shaman shrugged. “I challenge Chief for tribe.” 
 
    I hissed, “Are you insane? There are already clerics of the Duke infiltrating our ranks. Who knows what kind of power the Voodoo Engine can summon. Walking in there alone is suicide.” 
 
    My oldest friend nodded, “Oh, I know. You comin’ with me.” 
 
    I just stared at Shaman. 
 
    He insisted, “Look, we got right to be dere. Bashers no look comfortable with foreigners around. I already gots some support in tribe. And while we make big scene, rest can sneak in.” 
 
    I looked around. Some people were nodding. “No, no, please tell me you aren’t buying into his insanity? He’s becoming an old man, his brain is mostly muck and feathers.” 
 
    Tara murmured, “Sorch, if he can divide the tribe, garner some support… we can get into position somewhere inside and be ready to strike when the time comes.” 
 
    I groaned a little bit and stood up. “You’re going to get us both killed.” I accused my friend and mentor. 
 
    Shaman rose as well. Lizzy flitted over to rest on his head. “Maybe. But at least won’t be boring.” 
 
    Hemitath rolled into a crouch and took some finely crushed glass from her belt pouch. As Shaman and I walked north towards the village, the archmage’s chanting had already started. 
 
    I said, “I can’t believe we’re doing this. How do you plan to beat him anyway?” 
 
    Shaman snorted. “No plan to beat him. Just stall until you smart folk bail me out!” 
 
    We walked up to the bashers patrolling at the edge of the village. The first one saw Shaman and just nodded, ready to step aside. The human next to him was less helpful, however. 
 
    Harrington’s cleric shouted, “No visitors today! Go back to whatever hole you crawled out of.” 
 
    Shaman said, “Me live here, no visit.” 
 
    One of the other bashers said, “You no live here no more, Chief say you go marry into some other tribe, make alliance. Not need you here no more.” 
 
    This sparked some spirited debate between the bashers who were sympathetic towards Shaman and everyone else. I just stood behind Shaman, hood pulled up and arms folded across my chest. 
 
    One of the bashers that hadn’t picked a side pointed his spear at me. “Who dat?” 
 
    Shaman said, quickly, “My bodyguard.” 
 
    The same cleric that had started all this fuss walked over to me. “The lord Harrington has declared no visitors today!” 
 
    I unfolded my arms, and then reached up as in if to draw back my hood. Instead I uncoiled with a right hook that caught the unsuspecting priest right in the forehead. He fell to the ground, dazed. 
 
    I said, “Mind own business, _human_.” 
 
    There was a chorus of laughter from everyone but the other cleric, who had drawn his mace and stepped towards me. One of the bashers reached out and grabbed the interloper’s shoulder, hard. He said, “Hey. He right. You two mind own business, dis tribe stuff.” 
 
    The general murmur was very pro-orc and anti-human at that point. Shaman seized the moment and walked into the village. I folded my arms again and followed. Behind us there were threats and arguing, but none of it was directed towards us. 
 
    In some ways, the village looked like a ghost town. I saw the occasional set of eyes peering out of one of the family tents, but nobody ventured forth into the main square. There were some bashers on patrol around the northern tents. Two more of Harrington’s clerics had emerged and were flanking the Voodoo Engine itself. 
 
    I murmured to Shaman, “This isn’t my village.” 
 
    My friend murmured back, “Bad things happen since you go. Bad people. But not so different. You just got eyes that more open now.” 
 
    As we reached the center of the village, Harrington’s clerics took notice. So did the bashers. These warriors didn’t look nearly as friendly as the last batch. Shaman and I glanced at each other. Before they could get too close or too pokey, Shaman drew a deep breath and shouted: 
 
    “CHIEF! ME CHALLENGE YOU FOR TRIBE!” 
 
    I winced and ducked away from my screaming mentor for a moment. 
 
    Everyone stopped walking towards us. The clerics looked at each other and started to discuss something. The bashers in front of us glanced over at the Chief’s tent, as if expecting it to be torn asunder in rage. Orc faces poked out of tents to our right and left, most of them wearing expressions of disbelief. But for a long while, nothing at all happened by means of a response. 
 
    Shaman murmured, “You think he hear me?” 
 
    I said, “I think the damned elves in the eastern forest heard you.” 
 
    Finally, the Chief opened the flaps to his tent. His pale green face had been streaked with war paint, showing red and black in the afternoon sun. The saw-toothed two handed sword that he was fond of using was still sheathed across his back. His salt and pepper hair fluttered freely in the slight breeze. The vicious orc took his time, turning his back to us in order to button the tent flap back up. It was as in if we meant nothing at all to him. But as intimidating as that might seem, I got another message entirely. 
 
    I nudged Shaman in the ribs and murmured, “He’s stalling.” 
 
    Shaman snorted a little. “We stalling too. Our stall better than his stall?” 
 
    It was a damned fine question that my friend posed. I just hoped that our surprise would be the better one. 
 
    The Chief slowly padded out towards the Voodoo Engine. “Shaman. You come back. Thought me send you out to find wife in other tribe. Make us allies.” 
 
    Shaman said, “Oh me do dat. Find nice one. Northern bride. You would like.” 
 
    The Chief ran his gnarled fingers over the stone and metal surface of his prize artifact. “Then why you here bother me? You should be up north. Make little orc. Maybe pecker no work and she send you back?” 
 
    There was a round of raucous laughter from the assembled bashers. Harrington’s priests made their way over to the Voodoo Engine, just as the Chief was stepping around it. 
 
    Shaman waited for the laughter to die out before he replied. “Know you rather talk about pecker all day, but me wonder why you let human run village now?” 
 
    The Chief snarled at the accusation. A quiet settled over the warriors very quickly. “Dey don’t run squat. Me make deal with Harrington, you not smart enough to get dat. We trade some time with Voodoo Engine for gold. For army to crush elf! When through, me be a god-king. Me lead tribe to glory. Instead of all dis power, what you offer tribe?” 
 
    Shaman took a moment to consider that very question. Or maybe he was just stalling some more. Either way, the next words out of my friend’s mouth were inspired ones: 
 
    “Freedom. Bashers no want serve some demon worshiped by deeze human scum. They no want honor earned by fight alongside zombie and skeleton. Dere no glory in dat. Basher want hunt biggest game. People want serve chief with heart beating in chest, not demon fire and rotten flesh. Other tribe want ally who put orc first. Put life first. Not one who make deal with devils.” 
 
    This time it was Shaman’s words that drew a reaction from many of the bashers. They yelped and cheered, raising spears and swords in support. The Chief cast his gaze towards those who would oppose him. He found only hatred staring back. 
 
    The Chief called out, “Grenth!” 
 
    Out of the tent next to Chief’s came a tall, lanky looking orc. Grenth was the tribe’s ‘emissary’, and had been for many years. He would be sent off on supposedly diplomatic missions and often not return for weeks at a time. I had long suspected the evil, antisocial brute to be the Chief’s assassin. The wicked club he carried had a massive alligator’s tooth embedded in the head. It was perfect for splitting open skulls and otherwise ending intertribal disputes. 
 
    The Chief pointed. “Grenth my second in challenge. Who yours?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I am Sha-” 
 
    “I AM SHAMAN’S SECOND!” 
 
    I knew that voice. 
 
    Ames appeared from a smudge in space directly next to Shaman, the visual effect courtesy of the Mass Camouflage spell being broken. My feline mate laid a paw protectively on my orcish friend’s shoulder. 
 
    Shaman had to think on his feet. “Uhh, yes. I summon Great Cat of the North as second! Anyone who interfere get eaten, and soul freeze forever.” 
 
    I hissed, “Ames! What in the hells are you doing?!” 
 
    The were-cat rumbled, low, “Change of plans. Benno needs you.” 
 
    Ames’ tail flicked, the tip pointing off to our right. I followed the line visually, until I saw a pair eyes peering from one of the family tents to our east. 
 
    I walked over to the tent in question, as in if clearing the field of battle for the upcoming challenge. I stopped just outside and fixed my eyes on the clerics meditating by the Voodoo Engine. A small hand reached out from the tent flap and touched my hip. 
 
    ‘Sorch, I can get you inside Voodoo Engine.’ 
 
    I frowned, watching the challenge ceremony unfold as the boy spoke into my mind. I formed words in my head, the same way one would respond to Max’s Message. 
 
    ‘What do you mean inside?’ I thought. 
 
    Benno sent, ‘The Engine is here, but is not here too. I can get you to be not here.’ 
 
    I tried to remember my studies on magical items. Here but not here? Then I recalled my conversation with Assistant Donnelly. Did the boy mean… 
 
    ‘The Astral Plane? You can put me with the Voodoo Engine’s Astral presence? How does that help?’ 
 
    Now the lad sounded annoyed within my mind. ‘Auntie say that how they get made. Maybe you unmake from there? You say engine is run by demon thing, dis how you find out. Gotta touch you and Engine at same time to get there.’ 
 
    As I watched the clerics touching the artifact, I went over the options in my head. Hemitath was probably the most experienced person alive when it came to the Arcane Syphons. They were likely created with a combination of engineering, arcane, divine, and psychic power. If she thought this was a good idea, well, I certainly didn’t have a better one. And Assistant Donnelly did mention that combat could be undertaken at the Astral level. It was worth a try. 
 
    I thought, ‘We need to wait for the right moment. Stay close.’ 
 
    I half expected Benno to clutch tightly to my leg, but the hand withdrew. I had spent so much time around humans, it was easy for me to forget that the lad was a teenager in human terms. He would start to court females, and in some cases males, of his own age within the next year or so. He would take on adult responsibilities and an adult body soon after. It was hard to think of Benno as someone who could have a family of his own in the next 2 years, but that was the case. I made a mental note to treat him more like Leeson, and expect similar reactions despite his physical size. 
 
    Shaman and the Chief had been going through the formal declarations of the challenge. This consisted of reciting accomplishments, wealth acquired, battles won, and the like. But once again, the Chief seemed content to slow down the process. He went into far too much detail. Even his own loyal bashers were looking bored. These stalling tactics continued until one of the priests of Harrington walked away from the Voodoo Engine to whisper in the Chief’s ear. 
 
    The brutish orc chieftain smiled toothily. “But biggest thing me gots is power. New friends show you army we gots on our side. You decide if worthy.” 
 
    A low, growling hum sounded from the Voodoo Engine. Heavy mist surrounded the village, and with it the sensation of oppression, of imprisonment. Suddenly the guards standing at the northwest entrance to the village staggered backwards, as if they had seen a ghost. That wasn’t far off the mark, as it turned out. 
 
    Out of the unnatural fog stepped a familiar, unwelcome figure. Undeath had been kind to him. The Necromancer’s nose had been fully repaired when the Voodoo Engine pulled him back from the hells where he deservedly resided. The pale and slightly rotten elf had an intact neck, rather than the one that had been perforated by Ames. There were no signs of the ritual burning that Toby had performed. Other than an increased pallor of death, this was the same creature that nearly killed my mate. 
 
    As the risen Necromancer shuffled deeper into the village, the Chief continued, “So why should allow challenge, me ask? Shaman make kitty cat. I make lord of death. He got bodyguard. Me got army. This not real challenge. Maybe just let new friends take care of pest.” 
 
    There was an immediate reaction from the tribe. The collective booing and jeering drown out whatever the Chief said next. His face became confused, then enraged. Families started to come out of their tents. A number of bashers shook their fists or weapons at the Chief, while the rest started to distance themselves from him. The protests became even louder when an army of undead started to pour through the northwest passage, slowly marching out of the thick mist. These deformed orcs, skin made of clay and tribal accoutrements tattered and rusty, started to take up position around the Necromancer. Leading the phalanx of the dead was none other than a half-ogre golem with a hole where its heart should have been. The outcry was deafening. 
 
    “Challenge real, Chief must fight!” 
 
    “Dese not our people, dis is mockery.” 
 
    “You break ritual, dishonor tribe!” 
 
    When the noise had died down some, Shaman gave his reply: 
 
    “You bring army of dead. Kenvunk tell me to bring army of living! He call on his brothers and sisters. He bring champions from four winds. Dey protect tribe from you. Holy warrior of Aro-Remset, Kenvunk’s battle brother. Priestess of Melflavin, he who make swamps grow. Blessed of Omi-Suteth, once mate of Kenvunk, who teach smart orc to fight. Dese gods see what you done. Dey not let you make tribe into servants of death. Dey fight for us, for freedom of tribe’s soul!” 
 
    From the shelter of the family tents emerged Toby, Tara, and Hemitath. The murmur that went through the crowd was one of both shock and reverence. Shaman had invoked the gods, and they had answered. At the same time he displayed his ability to make powerful alliances for his people. I didn’t have any doubts now. The tribe wouldn’t accept anything less than a challenge for leadership. 
 
    But the Chief had other plans. He turned to the clerics of Harrington and simply said, “Kill ‘em all.” 
 
    Then there was chaos. 
 
    Shaman took advantage of the Chief’s distraction to summon Kenvunk’s divine power in the form of Tangling Plants. The prayer caused thick roots and vines to surge up out of the ground and grab a hold of the tribal leader. He didn’t have enough time to draw that wicked sword, one arm already tightly bound before the Chief managed to react. The brute cursed, having to instead draw his belt knife and hack at the plants one handed. As quickly as he chopped, more vines sprouted from the ground in an attempt to restrain him. 
 
    Toby rushed over to the left flank, where the undead had started to shuffle forward. Tara and Hemitath followed in his hoofsteps. Reluctantly, the apprentice mages scrambled out of one of the family tents to join them. Facing the Necromancer, the sheep-rustling golem, four clerics of Harrington, and dozens of skeletons and zombies, I didn’t rate my friends’ chances as very good. But the Jeywafa clan stood up. Some of the bashers who were sympathetic to Shaman’s cause lined up to Toby’s left. Traders and craftsmen, mothers and fathers, the heart and soul of the tribe lined up to Tara’s right, wielding anything they could get their hands on. They would stand for the living. 
 
    Even the bashers who had been the most loyal to the Chief decided against joining forces with the army of the dead. Instead they formed a defensive circle near Shaman’s old tent. They looked ready to stand against anyone, living or undead, who approached them with bad intentions. 
 
    On the right flank, Grenth had decided not to wait for the outcome of the challenge. He strode towards Ames, almost casually. That wicked spiked club rested on the lanky orc’s shoulder. He said, “Here kitty kitty.” Ames’ only reply was a rolling lunge that nearly gutted the chief’s right hand man before the fight had even started. But Grenth managed to leap back just in time. With a newfound respect for his opponent, the assassin readied his club and started to circle the were-cat slowly. 
 
    I had summoned an Invisible Shield, doing my best to ignore the curse’s drain for the moment. Benno pointed at the center of the fray. 
 
    The lad said, “Look. Almost nothing in middle, we can go.” 
 
    I sighed. “The last time I charged right up the middle, my body was completely obliterated.” 
 
    The apprentice looked at me like I had gone insane. 
 
    I said, “Nevermind. Stay close.” 
 
    I reached into my belt pouch as we moved, rough fingers wrapping around a burnt stick. As a couple of more adventurous zombies shambled towards the middle of the battlefield, I murmured the incantation to Flaming Sword. I chose a simple fiery longsword and moved to intercept the first of the undead, keeping myself between Benno and the rest of the fray. 
 
    Shaman had sent Lizzy to harass one of the evil clerics, who were all chanting and pointing at the basher line on the left flank. Though the flying lizard managed to disrupt one with a rake of claws across the cheek, the other three opened up painful whip marks on one of the loyal orc warriors, and killed another outright when the divine retribution opened his throat. Shaman had his own hands full however. The Chief had broken free of the entangling plants and was able to draw his sawtoothed sword. My friend shook his ceremonial rattle and slowly clenched the fist of his free hand, chanting loudly all the while. After a moment, Shaman’s last big trick crawled out from between two of the eastern tents: A rather large crocodile. The reptile, mesmerized by Kenvunk’s Call to Battle, stopped the advancing Chief in his tracks. Big orc and big lizard eyed each other warily as Shaman backed up a bit further. 
 
    Toby was exactly where he loved to be: In the thick of things. The Axe of McGrondle swept through two of the makeshift zombies at a time, smashing rusted shields and fracturing weathered swords with each two handed swing. Tara had used her favorite trick, and her icy Divine Warhammer was hard at work, helping her to stem the tide. The two minotaurs were an inspiration. Bashers and civilians alike pressed into the wedge that they were creating, pushing the temporary advantage. 
 
    Hemitath waited until the minotaurs had baited out the Necromancer’s first spell. As soon as the undead elf started to cast, the living elf did as well. It was a Counterspell, a gambit that allowed the archmage to undo the arcane magic of another, assuming it wasn’t too powerful. In this case, Hemitath was correct. Whatever the Necromancer had tried to cast fizzled and died upon the wind. The former Headmaster traded a spell for a spell, and frustrated her opponent’s efforts. 
 
    Ames had fought Grenth to a standstill. The orc assassin’s club kept the were-cat at a distance, but the lightning quick ripostes that Ames could deliver meant that committing to a solid swing was a dangerous proposition. I suspected that the feline had poisoned their blade… but it was equally likely that the assassin had poisoned his alligator tooth as well. First blood could conceivably be last blood in this conflict. 
 
    My flaming sword sliced through the weapon arm of the first clay zombie that Benno and I encountered. It pressed its body against my Invisible Shield, as if trying to mob me. It would have been a good tactic if the undead creature wasn’t alone on the fringe of the enemy forces. In this case the mindless aggression cost it a leg. We stepped over the maimed zombie and continued our advance towards the Voodoo Engine. As another clay-covered skeleton veered towards us, I heard Benno chanting. Then the creature shot off into the distance, victim to the lad’s Force Bolt. 
 
    Benno wasn’t the only apprentice unleashing. In a tactic that was clearly rehearsed, Hemitath’s orcish trainees took turns casting Magic Missiles at the Necromancer. The first would cast their spell to make the powerful undead wizard lose his concentration, and the next would pause for a few seconds before employing the same tactic. It bought the archmage time to weave the powerful and yet complicated Forked Lightning. Just as our lines were starting to falter, a surge of chaotic fractal energy swept through the press of undead bodies. Dozens of the creatures seemed to explode or incinerate from within, their soft clay coating hardening and bursting. Toby and Tara used the favor of their gods to turn the undead closest to them. The wave of Aro-Remset’s and Melflavin’s combined divine power caused the mass of the zombies to lose their tenuous connection to this plane of existence. They crumbled, as in if they had never been there at all. A hole opened up in the enemy ranks, one that took a while for the shambling army to refill. 
 
    The much needed respite meant that the wounded could be pulled from the field of battle, and also allowed a volley of stones and debris to be launched at the Duke’s clerics, who had started to chant again. This time their curses were never fully voiced. One of them fell, clutching his split scalp. The others either doubled over in pain or were forced to take cover behind the next wave of undead. This time the half-ogre golem stepped forward as well, no longer content with just commanding the shambling hordes. The former sheep rustler, wielding twin tomahawks, trudged towards Toby with intent. 
 
    Grenth had found his range. By swinging his wicked club in short arcs with his arm fully extended, the assassin didn’t give Ames enough time to dart in. The were-cat’s much shorter and lighter sword could only be used to parry, and every time the feline attempted to stop or slow one of those clubbing attacks, their arm got a little more numb. Ames was forced to dodge and roll, expending far more energy than the wiry orc. If this continued, mistakes would be made. 
 
    The cleric with the head wound had managed to crawl all the way to the Voodoo Engine, perhaps hoping to get aid directly from the conduit that the artifact had opened to Harrington. I put him out of his misery, the void where his head once was neatly cauterised by the longsword’s magical flames. My arcane blade and shield dissipated as I reached out to touch the Voodoo Engine. I fell into a crouch so that the artifact gave me cover. “OK, I’m ready.” 
 
    Benno trotted over and put one of his small hands on my shoulder, and the other on the Voodoo Engine. Nothing seemed to happen. 
 
    The undead army had resurged, and several of them were now looking directly at us. “Umm. Benno, hurry.” 
 
    “Just a second.” 
 
    Several of the clay coated undead warriors shambled towards us. I asked, “Our bodies come with us right?” 
 
    Benno said, “I think so.” 
 
    My eyes must have been bulging as I stared at the young orc. “What do you mean you _think_ s-” 
 
    Then Panos disappeared. 
 
    It was replaced by a kind of darkness and calm that I had never experienced. It wasn’t like the inside of a Private Sanctum spell, since the potential for some kind of vision was still there. The closest I had ever come to feeling like this was laying on the deck of Leeson’s ship, on a cloudy night. But even then there was that gentle rocking sensation. Here, in the Astral Plane, there was no physical sensation at all. Instead, everything was an impression in my mind. I felt the presence of Benno’s mind behind me, without having to look. Ahead of me and to my right, I knew that the manifestation of the Voodoo Engine was waiting. And something else. 
 
    As I turned, I knew I was in the presence of Duke Harrington. Or should I say, the Demon General Harrington. But he was not manifest in red skin with flames dancing all around him. No, his aura was superimposed over that of the Voodoo Engine itself. He possessed it, entwined with it. The artifact was both his sanctuary and his gateway to Panos. 
 
    At the same time, we could ‘see’ what the Duke and the Engine ‘saw’. They had a 360 degree perception of the physical world surrounding the Voodoo Engine. Because Benno and I had used the artifact as our gateway’s link to the Astral Plane, the ghostly images of reality were available to us as well. However, the mind can only handle so much. We couldn’t see through our Astral eyes at the same time as we shared the sight that was being provided by the Voodoo Engine. Instead we saw this information as a panoramic series of windowpanes hovering above the artifact itself. 
 
    It was through these windows looking onto reality that we saw the Chief rapidly picking apart Shaman’s summoned champion, having suffered only minor wounds himself. My old friend and mentor had performed some kind of divine incantation that allowed him to throw powerful gusts of wind at the Chief, but the strong orc leader was able to keep his feet throughout the buffeting assault. 
 
    Another window showed Toby fully engaged with the half-ogre golem, matching strength for strength, but neither making headway. Axes clashed violently, armor of both metal and clay was tested. Tara’s icy spiritual warhammer had disappeared, and she was using holy water to try to push back the new onslaught of undead. Hemitath and the apprentices had turned, as more undead had marched around to the broad southern entrance to the village and threatened to crush the rebellious forces between two fronts. Dutch had constricted a couple of the fiends and had given the archmage early warning, but was unable to stop so many from getting past. This left the remaining clerics and the Necromancer free to re-raise many of the fallen undead as skeletons. They were simpler and less durable than the clay zombies, but they represented additional forces that our side simply couldn’t handle. 
 
    In another pane, my mate had found a new tactic. The were-cat was using the lines and poles of the nearby family tents as additional cover, forcing Grenth to avoid them or smash through them. The assassin was irritated by his inability to land a clean blow on the nimble and quick-thinking rogue. It looked like Ames was gathering energy for a resurgence. 
 
    I knew that I had to try to end this quickly. Taking out fur and rod, I murmured the incantation and directed my Lightning Bolt at the Voodoo Engine. It seemed to impact with a thin skin of energy surrounding the device, which surged, but held. 
 
    “I don’t think you have what it takes, Sorch Stonebender. Maybe you should have sent the elven bitch with her stealth magic. She could have snuck around until I died of boredom.” 
 
    Harrington’s voice was certainly annoying, but that wasn’t what I was focusing on right now. I had felt no drain at all. The Lightning Bolt spell slipped from my mind, as normal, but in the Astral Plane Glogur’s curse had no hold. I was limited only by my skills. 
 
    “Benno. Give it everything you have.” 
 
    Benno rained Magic Missiles in against the Voodoo Engine while I dug in my pouch for beetle guts. The viewing pane focused on Shaman showed the Chief beheading the giant reptile, sawing through tough flesh and thick spine with unnerving ease. He fought against the druidic winds that attempted to push him back, creeping inexorably closer to Shaman with each heavy step. 
 
    As my Acid Bolts washed over the flickering magical barrier protecting the artifact, a new window came into focus. The resistance was drawing into a tighter circle, starting to be pressured from all sides. Tribesmen and women fell under the relentless assault of the dead. The apprentices were out of spells, simply surrounding Hemitath now. They did their best to keep the press of bodies off of the archmage, give her a chance to cast her next spell. But the elf was down to the most basic of spells, sending Fans of Flame into the undead army, buying what time she could. Tara had gone completely defensive, making as much space for Toby as possible. The male minotaur was winning the battle of the axes with the half-ogre, having removed the golem’s left arm entirely, leaving the brutal creature with a single tomahawk. But the zombie and skeleton mob, bolstered by the incantations of the evil priests, threatened to overwhelm the bashers on the left flank. 
 
    Benno stepped closer to cast his last spell, his Fan of Frost crackling against the force field that the Voodoo Engine stubbornly maintained. As I prepared my last spell, I saw the Necromancer being lifted by his minions. The undead elf was casting a long, complicated spell, the likes of which I’d never seen before. 
 
    Demon general Harrington’s voice floated through the Astral medium, almost lyrically. “After the boy tires, this all ends, Sorch. Eventually his mind will need to rest and you’ll return to Panos. And after a few months of torture, the two of you will be sacrificed upon my altar.” 
 
    I launched my final Force Bolt against the Voodoo Engine, hoping to shatter the field of energy protecting it. The force field dimmed, but didn’t dissipate. Benno and I were out of magic. I could only watch in apprehension as the window following Ames showed the feline’s final gambit. Grenth had stepped in to avoid one of the ropes that held up a nearby tent. Too close. The were-cat lunged with their short sword just as the orcish assassin’s club whistled in. The poison on Ames’ blade caused paralysis, so the slightest nick to Grenth’s left ventricle was enough to stop his heart forever. But not in time to halt the momentum of the counterstrike. Wood fractured the left side of the were-cat’s ribcage. The spike punctured the feline’s lung, and the poison that Grenth used was designed to cause agony. Ames’ screaming was silent. 
 
    Harrington wasn’t silent. “And so it begins. By the way: Your old friend Salt is nearly at the elvish border. His elementals will kill countless treehuggers, clearing the way for the ‘orcish’ army to invade. It will be a lovely war.” 
 
    My mind seemed to fracture. Time moved more slowly for me, as I searched for some way to inflict pain. Pain upon the Duke for bringing his misery back to me and my friends. Pain upon the Voodoo Engine for the countless number of lives that it ruined. Magic was the tool that brought pain in this place, not martial ability. We were out of magic. But I still had to inflict agony upon this amalgamation of evil. 
 
    Part of my eerily calm brain recalled the words of Assistant Donnelly: ‘Fireballs, lightning bolts. Positive or negative energy. Stuff from certain pocket dimensions.’ 
 
    Pocket dimensions. 
 
    I strode towards the Voodoo Engine with purpose. I activated my Gloves of Secrecy, recalling the object that I had stored just before Benno and Lizzy came out of their hiding spot. 
 
    “No. That’s not fair!” 
 
    I ignored the suddenly distressed voice of Harrington and raised Rock above my head. The first blow shattered the weakened force field, confirming that Rock’s detour to the pocket dimension had made it ‘real’ in the Astral Plane. The second blow elicited a terrible double-scream, the first demonic and the second mechanical. 
 
    I continued to smash the Voodoo Engine even as the viewing window showed Toby taking out the golem’s leg at the knee. The resurrected half ogre lay useless on the battlefield. I didn’t allow hope to enter my heart when Ames had the presence of mind to invoke the Ring of Leaping and land at Toby’s feet. My arm rose and fell once again when the Necromancer finished his incantation, and the Disintegration Ray carved through the undead forces too slow to get out of the way, intent on reaching my friends. Tara stepped between Toby and the path of the destructive beam, shield raised. The sustained wave of devastation burned away the cleric’s armor and shattered her shield. I pummeled the Engine again, hearing more parts snap and break free. In the pocket of safety that Tara had created, Toby crouched and laid hands on Ames, bathing that dire wound with Aro-Remset’s holy glow. I looked on in horror as Tara’s cudgel melted away, as did her horns. Finally the onslaught stopped. The minotaur priestess was scorched, half naked, weaponless and armorless, hornless, nearly furless… but alive, with the holy symbol of Melflavin still glowing brightly around her neck. 
 
    My next two blows with Rock created a deep split in the Voodoo Engine. I couldn’t hear the demonic general Harrington at all now, his screams drowned out by the unnatural whine of the magic item that had destroyed so many lives. Pure white light started to pour out of the fractured artifact, growing in intensity by the second. 
 
    That’s when I felt the tugging at my arm. It was Benno. “Come on, we gotta go!” 
 
    I looked at the Voodoo Engine. It was starting to swell and pulse alarmingly. I had to agree with the young apprentice’s assessment. I ‘palmed’ Rock once again, then we ran back to the spot where we started. Benno touched my wrist with one hand and his own forehead with the other. The Astral Plane melted away. We were back on Panos. 
 
    ...right next to the alarmingly loud Voodoo Engine. As Benno and I sprinted south, I noticed a few things. 
 
    In the half of a minute that it took for me to finish off the Voodoo Engine and make it back, the tide of battle had turned. I soon discovered why. The women of the Nightbane tribe had taken the field. Hammer-maidens, having heard about the Chief’s pact with demons from their new smart orc mates, had arrived in force from the south. They had come to demand answers, but instead got to engage in their favorite kind of diplomacy. The undead fell to these fierce warrior women in droves. The Jeywafa tribe rallied. Cut off from the channelling of the Voodoo Engine, the Necromancer found himself bereft of power. At first it was a simple farmer’s hoe that struck his shoulder. Then a blacksmith’s hammer shattered his knee. Then a basher’s club joined the fray. Soon the elven mage gave up his tenuous hold upon mortality once again. 
 
    The remaining clerics and the bashers that didn’t take Shaman’s side quickly fled the battlefield. Nobody bothered to chase them through the northwest passage. At this point, fewer unknown factors were a good thing, and nobody was going to seek out more trouble. 
 
    The Chief had managed to close the gap to Shaman through those near-hurricane level winds by stabbing his sword into the soil and dragging himself forward. He launched a feral looking teep kick at Shaman’s chest, breaking the druid’s wind-channeling and sending my friend flying back a few paces. 
 
    As the big orc yanked that saw toothed blade from the ground, I shouted, trying to distract him. I had nothing left, and wouldn’t be able to close the distance in time. My cries were challenging his manhood, calling him weak, whatever I could think of that would wound his pride. Benno was right on my heels and he too hurled insults at the Chief, though the lad’s chosen taunts were of a far more base nature, and likely would have made a sailor blush. 
 
    But it was Lizzy who managed to sidetrack the brute. A quick flyby resulted in a small tuft of salt and pepper hair being ripped from the orc’s scalp. He snarled and swung his sword in the air, but the little lizard was well out of range. 
 
    By the time the Chief turned back, Shaman had finished chanting. He was holding both hands up, like he was telling an angry horse to stop. 
 
    The Force Bolt sent the surprised Chief flying past Benno and I. We didn’t stop running. 
 
    The last thing that I remember seeing before the wave of explosive force propelled me forward was Shaman: The slackening in his jaw as it hit him. I watched the intelligence drain from my best friend’s eyes. Then there was dust, and the ground rose to meet me far too quickly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    “Wake up you green skinned, half witted, sorry excuse for a mage.” 
 
    I opened my eyes slowly. Master Max looked surprised. “I didn’t expect that to work.” he admitted. The old man was sitting in a flimsy chair at the head of my cot. 
 
    “Ames?” I croaked. 
 
    Max gently tilted my head to the right. The feline laying less than a pace away. I could tell that my mate wasn’t very strong, but the fact that Ames was attempting to push Tara away was a good sign. 
 
    I called over, “Let her do her job, kitten.” 
 
    Max brought my attention back to him. “How come you sound like an almost-intelligent person right now? Didn’t get to use much magic?” 
 
    I shook my head a little bit. “No drain in the Astral Plane.” 
 
    That piece of information seemed to stump Max. “Really?” He stood up and slowly wandered away. “Really. Hmmm.” 
 
    Without the Headmaster blocking my vision, I could see that we were in one of the family tents, alongside several other wounded. Mismatched cots had been dragged in, allowing for it to serve as a recovery area. Everyone had been at least superficially tended to, each sporting bandages and smelling of ointment. 
 
    I heard a voice outside of my field of vision. “There he is. Don’t get too excited, he’s probably still…” 
 
    I groaned upon receiving a hug from Benno. 
 
    Hemitath finished her sentence. “...sore. He says you saved his life, Sorch.” 
 
    The young orc was nodding. “Did. Was flying through air. Thought was gonna break neck. You catch me.” 
 
    I snorted. “I don’t remember any of that. I think you just landed on me, Benno.” I checked my ribs. They were fairly tender. 
 
    Benno blinked. “Oh. Well, thanks for being dere.” 
 
    I said, “No problem. Shaman?” 
 
    Hemitath slowly made her way over to stand next to my cot. She considered her next words carefully. “He’s alive. I’ll take you over to see him after you’ve rested.” 
 
    I sighed. “I was there when he cast the spell. I saw his eyes.” 
 
    The old elf didn’t bother hiding her tears. “Yes, well. We’ll deal with that when the time comes.” 
 
    I reached up to take Hemitath’s hand. Her slender fingers gripped my thick digits fiercely. 
 
    “The curse has no effect in the Astral plane, Hemitath. It can’t reach us there.” 
 
    She looked puzzled by this news. “OK. I don’t think that helps him, in the short term. If he can read a scroll then maybe we can magnify the effects by taking him there with one of the amulets. But… we’ll see. It’s a good discovery Sorch. Maybe a step in the right direction.” 
 
    I swallowed. Seeing Hemitath cry made me want to cry. Perhaps sensing that, the archmage let go of my hand and took Benno’s instead. “Come on, let’s get some rest, then we’ll visit Uncle.” 
 
    Tara’s head bobbed into my field of vision. “You know, that’s a good plan of action for you as well. You need your rest.” 
 
    I reached up to stroke the minotaur’s head. Where there were once sharp white horns, now there were only tiny rounded nubs. Most of her dark brown fur was simply gone. Instead my calloused fingertips ran over stubble and reddish brown skin. She was wrapped in a makeshift dress; more likely a bolt of cloth borrowed from one of the merchants, given her size. 
 
    Tara closed her expressive blue eyes and leaned into my touch. “Seriously Sorch, a few hours at least.” 
 
    I ignored the advice, instead asking, “How do you feel?” 
 
    The minotaur wore a hint of a smile. “It could have been a lot worse. I lost some things, they can be replaced. I lost some fur, it will grow back. In a few years, the horns will grow out too. As for the rest… I think I know what it must feel like for one of you to have a very bad sunburn. Ames was kind enough to give me some leaves to chew on that will help with the pain over the next few days.” 
 
    “The baby?” 
 
    My friend broke into one of those bright, toothy smiles. She rested a hand over her midsection. “Junior is fine. Thanks for asking. We were far enough away from the final blast, just got bumped around a bit.” 
 
    I asked, curiously, “How much longer will you continue adventuring? Until you start to show?” 
 
    Tara considered. She said, “I think this will be our last big mission until the baby is born. In the aftermath of this, Toby and I have already promised so much time to so many different people. Plus we have obligations to our own orders. The Order of the Snow had wanted Toby to do some instructing back in Ice House for years now, so he can fulfil that obligation. The rebuilding and rededication of the temple back in Eastern Hook is something that the both of us can pour time into. And of course, we plan to help out right here. Hemitath has told us in no uncertain terms that she can use all of the help that she can get.” 
 
    I laughed a little bit. “Well you _are_ Tara McGoldberg, Hero of the Four Winds, Savior of the Southern Clans. I imagine you’ll be more than welcome among the tribes.” 
 
    The hornless minotaur blinked. “Is that what they’re going to call me?” 
 
    I nodded, “Oh, all that and more. My people love their titles, and Shaman gave you quite the introduction. You might even get your own statue.” 
 
    The priestess snorted and waved off such thoughts. “Don’t be silly. Nobody would waste the rocks.” 
 
    I said, “Tara. There’s not a doubt in my mind that you carried the day. Any accolades that you get are well deserved.” 
 
    Tara shook her head just a little bit. “Oh I don’t know. I do my part, but Toby does the heavy lifting, as it were.” 
 
    I said, “Lizard crap. You saved Ames. And Toby. And countless others.” 
 
    She looked surprised, “You saw all that? How?” 
 
    I explained what my experience was like in the Astral Plane. The priestess was fascinated. 
 
    Tara said, “You need to write all of that down. After you’ve rested. I need to make the rounds, but Toby will check up on you in a little while.” 
 
    I stroked Tara’s neck once, and then withdrew my hand. “OK. Thanks.” And with that the minotaur moved on to her next patient. 
 
    I swiveled my head so that I could see Ames again. The feline was staring right back at me. 
 
    “Rest.” 
 
    “No, _you_ rest.” 
 
    We both chuckled. Ames winced afterwards. 
 
    I murmured, “You shouldn’t be talking. I saw what happened.” 
 
    Ames snorted. “Heard you tell Tara. Kind of creepy, you spying on me like that.” 
 
    I said, “Stop. Don’t make me laugh, everything hurts.” 
 
    The feline stuck their tongue out at me. “Wimp. Oh hey, had a good angle on the Chief. Was spectacular. They’re still picking up pieces.” 
 
    I had the good grace to look horrified. “Love, that’s a bit morbid.” 
 
    The cat shrugged. “Screw him. He deserved it. Only bad part is that his sword broke. Was a neat sword.” 
 
    I peered at the were-cat. “You couldn’t have even lifted it with both paws.” 
 
    Ames’ eyes closed. My mate murmured, “Still. Neat sword.” Soon after I heard the feline’s gentle snoring. 
 
    Toby murmured, “Finally.” 
 
    I slowly turned my head in the other direction. The big bull man was grinning down at me with those infuriatingly perfect teeth. 
 
    “How does someone so massive sneak up on me?” 
 
    The paladin shook his head. “I didn’t. Ames was distracting you in the hopes that I’d tickle you or some such thing. I’m not nearly that cruel.” 
 
    I pointed towards the tent flap. “How bad?” 
 
    Toby’s expression became more neutral. “Bad enough, but could have been a lot worse. A lot of your people suffered or died for their Chief’s madness. Maybe a tenth of the tribe gone, another tenth with amputations or permanent wounds. The children though, almost all safe. I think everyone is happy about that. I know I am.” 
 
    I nodded agreement. “And us?” 
 
    The big bull man considered, “Tara and Ames are going to pull through just fine. We got to your mate in time, the lung is saved.” 
 
    “Shaman?” 
 
    Toby looked away. “He’s not the same man that he was, Sorch. You need to prepare yourself for that.” 
 
    I drew a deep breath. “OK.” My mind froze up. All I could think about was that day when Shaman kicked me out for my own good. He was so wise, and his wisdom changed my life. “OK.” 
 
    My friend allowed his brown eyes to return to my face. “The apprentices all made it. Even the ones who brought back those warrior women.” 
 
    I laughed a little bit. “The Nightbane orcs. Of all the things to come back and bite him, I doubt that the Chief expected that.” 
 
    The minotaur chuckled. “They’ve sent back word to send their healers. I think your tribe has a new ally. Maybe several.” 
 
    I shrugged, “It will take a while for people to realize that anything happened at all. News travels slow around here.” 
 
    Toby stared at me for a moment. Wordlessly, he reached over and opened the flap of the tent so that I could see what was outside. 
 
    I looked out upon the center of the village and everything seemed normal. But as my eyes tracked north, the devastation was clear. A deep crater had been blown into the earth, wiping out all of the northern tents and huts in the process. The entire bowl of the crater was lined with what looked like black glass, preventing the swamp from seeping into the void. Given the contour of the crater, the blast itself must have reached dozens of paces into the sky. 
 
    “Oh.” was all I said. 
 
    Toby allowed the flap to fall back into place. “Yes. Every tribe within a day’s travel knows that something happened. Expect a lot of runners and emissaries in the next few hours. The elven Eyes have already been and gone. From what Max said, Salt fell easily to the elves once the Voodoo Engine was destroyed.” 
 
    I asked, “What in the hells is Max doing here anyway?” 
 
    The minotaur said, “The feedback from the destruction rippled through the ley lines and shut down the rest of the Negative Energy portals, apparently. He teleported to your old copper cave to see what had happened, and then followed his nose.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    Toby laid a big hand gently on my shoulder. “He would never admit to it, but when you were out, the old man never left your bedside.” With that revelation, the big paladin mussed my hair and then went over to check on the sleeping were-cat. 
 
    I allowed my eyes to close. Just for a moment mind you. 
 
    A few hours later, I awoke to the sound of bickering. 
 
    “I’m fine!” 
 
    “You lay your ass down or I’m tying your tail to the frame of the cot.” 
 
    I grumbled, “Stop fighting. Or stop fighting so loudly. I don’t care which.” 
 
    Tara and Ames both looked in my direction, guiltily. 
 
    The minotaur said, “Tell your mate to lay down, you don’t recover from a punctured lung with some divine healing and a few hours bedrest.” 
 
    I said, “Ames, lay down.” 
 
    The feline rumbled, “You tell this overgrown head of cattle that I’m fine, and there are things that need to get done.” 
 
    I said, “Tara, Ames is fine.” 
 
    Both of them said, nearly at the same time, “You’re not helping!” 
 
    I sat up slowly, groaning all the while. That got both of them to shut up. 
 
    Tara rushed over, “No, not you. You had a concussion. You haven’t even had any healing prayers. Your head is still bleeding.” 
 
    I hadn’t even noticed the bandage on my head. I reached up and slowly took it off. “Tara. I’m actually fine. My muscles ache, but everything is pretty clear right now.” 
 
    The cleric bit her lower lip for a moment, then nodded. “Fine. I’ll change the dressing, then you can go.” 
 
    “No, don’t leave me.” Ames moaned, sounding intentionally pitiful now. 
 
    I snorted. “Stop it. Tell me what you need to get done, and I’ll be back when I can.” 
 
    The feline searched for something to justify the excuse that had been submitted to Tara. “Will you bring me back some nuts?” 
 
    I said, “No. But there’s some jerky in my pack.” 
 
    The cat leaned over, extended some claws, and hooked the strap of my pack. Slowly it got dragged out from under my cot and across the dirt floor. 
 
    Tara finished dressing the cut on my scalp. “Take it slowly Sorch.” was her advice. 
 
    I made my way outside on bare feet. The devastation was even more impressive up close. I stood right at the edge of the bowl of black glass. The deepest point was right below where the Voodoo Engine once rested. I stared at the void. 
 
    “You know, it’s so deep that you’re probably below the aquifer. If you use your Stone Shape right in the middle, you’ll have nearly limitless fresh water.” 
 
    I didn’t need to turn to know who was speaking. “When did you become an expert on wells, Max?” 
 
    The Headmaster said, “I was a farmboy once. A lifetime ago.” 
 
    We looked at the giant glass bowl together. Silence reigned for a few moments. 
 
    I said, “So you think a new well?” 
 
    Max pointed, drawing in the air with his finger as he spoke. “I think you create a central cylinder of stone right there, yes. You seal it off from the rest of the bowl though. That’s your fresh water supply. You can pipe it out from there to hand pumps. Then you make three more holes there, there, and there. Let the bottom flood, and you have a public bath.” 
 
    At that I did turn to peer at the old man. “Since when are you interested in orcish hygiene?” 
 
    The master magician continued, as in if I hadn’t said a thing. “There’s a spell that you can use every few days, called Water Shape. Push the old water into the swamp and let the bowl flood again. All of this would be below the decking and the gazebo.” 
 
    “Max, what in the hells…” 
 
    Once again, Max continued despite my outburst. “We’ll need the infrastructure, since the University’s newest teleportation gazebo will be built right here, as a link to the Southern Orc Tribes. I’ll be making the announcement tomorrow. How did I phrase it the first time? Ah right: ‘As their reward for sacrificing the Voodoo Engine to save the world from war, and to celebrate their new dedication to magic, peace, and multiculturalism.’ That was it.” 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. “So the baths are to make us more presentable to visitors. And maybe a tourist attraction? A way for others to get their feet wet in tribal culture, so to speak. That leading to cultural trade, and commerce, and so on and so on.” 
 
    Max nodded. 
 
    Again we stared at the black glass crater in silence for a while. 
 
    “Hemitath’s idea?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    I murmured, “It’s a bold plan. There are a lot of different tribes that are part of the Southern Clans. A lot of different cultures to account for. We’ll have to make this place a real safe zone. There’s a reason that places like Eastern Hook exist. If you tried to tackle that kind of dangerous wilderness without some kind of civilized buffer, you would have a lot of dead travelers.” 
 
    Max agreed, “Security is paramount. We want a lot of options so that there will be a place for everyone who wants to get involved. But it has to be coordinated enough so that gaps in safety are kept to a minimum. Your input is welcome.” 
 
    I said, “Absolutely, get as many of the Jeywafa tribe’s traditional allies involved as possible. And given Shaman’s speech, there’s going to be room for outside help. The Champions of the Four Winds and all that. A lot of people around here have been yearning for outside contact for decades, so it isn’t a new sentiment. How do you think it will all play out?” 
 
    Max turned both of his palms upwards, as if leaving that question up in the air. “I’m not certain. I say we go with what we have outlined, and then we can shift plans depending on what the general reaction is.” 
 
    I nodded. “The new chief approved?” 
 
    Max murmured, “He was indisposed, but his wife assured me that he would be on board.” 
 
    I said, “Yeah. I imagine that’s going to happen a lot.” 
 
    The aged human asked me, “You’ve been to see him then?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m on my way right now. You look like you’re packed. Are you off?” 
 
    Max nodded. He said, “I rested when you did. I’ve sent word to the elves, they’ll be able to provide transport back to Arbitros whenever you’re ready to come back.” 
 
    I hesitated. “With all that’s happened, I’m not sure when that might be. My tribe needs me.” 
 
    He reiterated, “Whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    We traded nods, then the Headmaster closed his eyes. I watched as he murmured the words to the powerful Teleportation spell. It still amazed me that there was no sacrifice required, no gesturing; just a masterful understanding of magic. A few moment later, and Max was gone. 
 
    I asked one of my passing tribeswomen where the chief was. She pointed out one of the tents to the west. A little green flag fluttered in the breeze. I nodded my thanks, and then made my way over to pay respects to our new leader. 
 
    I ducked under the tent flap, only to find that the chief and his wife were seated in padded wooden chairs, holding court. Benno was off in the corner with the two familiars. Three of the hammer-maidens were talking about future relations with the Jeywafa clan. By the tone of the conversation, things were going well. Hemitath was talking about efforts to secure more Amulets of Enhanced Enchanting, which would allow some of their new husbands to perform feats of magic on a regular basis. Shaman was smiling and nodding. His expression was simple, but peaceful. 
 
    As all this went on, Benno was feeding both Lizzy and Dutch. First the flying lizard would get a fresh chunk of meat, then the emerald tree boa would get a larger chunk. I strongly suspected that I knew where the chunks of meat had come from, but didn’t voice an objection. It was about time that the late Chief got around to feeding someone other than himself. 
 
    The hammer-maidens pledged physical protection of the tribe, as well as guardianship of the proposed Circle of Transport, in exchange for use of the teleporter for commerce and the eventual enhancement of their new magic using husbands with these amulets that Hemitath spoke of. There was agreement all around, and Shaman granted them the blessing of Kenvunk. 
 
    Two of the Nightbane women went over to kiss Benno on the cheek, who squirmed and objected of course. “Goodbye nephew.” one of the hammer-maidens said, before slipping out of the tent. That made me curious. Calling someone who was older and respected ‘Auntie’ or ‘Uncle’ was common amongst the tribes. But ‘nephew’ usually referred to an actual blood relative, the son of a brother or sister. 
 
    Hemitath’s voice snapped me out of my reverie. “So now you’re Hero of the Southern Clans as well. You’re making a habit of collecting these titles, Sorch.” 
 
    I smiled at her kind words. “Chief. Skua.” The latter referring to Hemitath as the chief’s wife. “Thank you for your kind words, may they be echoed by the hills and return to you tenfold.” 
 
    Shaman snorted at my flowery language. “Sit butt down.” 
 
    I laughed and pulled up a chair so that I could sit in front of them. Then I reached into my belt pouch. “I have a gift for the new chief. I hope he likes it.” 
 
    I held out a little bag to Shaman. He tilted his head and took what I had offered. My old friend’s eyes got wide when he opened the drawstring and peered inside. 
 
    I explained, “The platinum sovereigns are worth one hundred gold each. It’s 863 gold, all that I owe you from my adventures. The tribe will be fed, and we can start to rebuild.” 
 
    Hemitath smiled, watching Shaman’s reaction. The new chief sniffled and managed to murmur, “You a good boy.” He slowly drew the coin bag closed and handed it to his wife. “Dis help lots.” 
 
    I said, “It’s the least I can do. I have more funds as well. Once I re-establish myself back here, I’ll be able to help fund projects. Maybe buy another amulet or two. I can…” 
 
    I trailed off because both Shaman and Hemitath were shaking their heads. 
 
    The other orc said, “Don’t make kick out twice.” 
 
    Hemitath said, as a reaction to my apparently wounded expression, “Shaman means that you’re of far more use to us, to Panos, elsewhere. And there are other concerns as well.” She glanced at Shaman. 
 
    Shaman nodded. “Love. Take boy out for while?” 
 
    I sat in confused, somewhat hurt silence as Hemitath gathered up Dutch. Lizzy landed on Benno’s shoulder, and the four of them proceeded out of the tent. 
 
    I grit my teeth, trying my best to control my emotions. My oldest friend and my former Headmaster were telling me that I wasn’t welcome back into the tribe. “OK Shaman, what is it?” 
 
    The chieftain drew a deep breath, then let it out. “You remember first mating?” 
 
    That caught me off guard. I felt myself flush. “Y-yes. The night of my adulthood ceremony. Shaman, what’s that have to do with anyt-” 
 
    He cut me off. “Nightbane girl, yes? Same girl see you go to Silverfish?” 
 
    Shaman wasn’t being very expressive. I said, “You’re saying that the hammer-maiden that saw me and let me go when I was on my way to the Silverfish was the one that I spent the night with that time?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    I frowned. “It was years later, I didn’t really…” I cleared my throat. “I never really saw her face in well lit conditions. She was visiting and the encounter was unexpected. In the morning she was gone.” 
 
    The new chief snorted. “She pass on few week after Silverfish. Just met with sisters.” 
 
    I tried to parse what Shaman was trying to say. It all made sense to him, clearly. It took me a few moments before I put all of the pieces together. 
 
    I said, “They called him nephew.” 
 
    Now Shaman was nodding vigorously. “Yes.” 
 
    “H-he’d be just about the right age to be-” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I sat, stunned at the revelation. And then angry. “You knew since well before the last time I visited. I had met him! Why didn’t you say anything?” 
 
    Shaman said, “Same reason. Same as why not come back.” 
 
    “It’s because you need to have a life of your own Sorch.” 
 
    Hemitath had returned upon hearing my raised voice. She walked over and stroked Shaman’s head. “It’s because you had escaped this life, and we didn’t have a solution. It would have put you in an impossible position. If you returned you were still a threat to the Chief. If Benno disappeared completely, the Nightbane orcs would have asked questions that could have led to war. He was under our care. Shaman was already under the Chief’s thumb. So we...” she trailed off. 
 
    Shaman said, “Sorch. He need dad. Smart dad. I can’t. Before, yes. Now, no.” 
 
    I swallowed the lump in my throat. “But you’re saying not here? Why? This is his home.” 
 
    Hemitath said, “But it’s not Ames’ home. And it isn’t your home Sorch, not anymore. Ames has insisted that you finish school, and we all agreed.” 
 
    I briefly felt more outrage rise. But it quickly died back down. I sighed, “Of course Ames knew before I did.” 
 
    Shaman murmured, “My fault. Let slip again. Stupid.” 
 
    The former headmaster bent to kiss her mate on the forehead. “It was an honest mistake dear.” To me, the elven archmage said, “I’m retiring from the Arcane University on a permanent basis. The unified Elven Council has known my intentions for some weeks now. Max is the new Headmaster. It will all be officially announced tomorrow. But as my last act as Headmaster, I’ve waived Benno’s requirements testing. I can personally vouch for his readiness to take on the role of a learning apprentice.” 
 
    I said, “You want me to take him with me.” 
 
    Hemitath replied, “Actually, that’s what Ames wanted. I simply agreed. You’re free to come up with an alternate plan. He’s your son after all. Discuss it with your mate, that would be my suggestion. But someone with his abilities? With his potential?” 
 
    I nodded slowly. Hemitath didn’t need to continue. She was right, obviously. Then I noticed that Shaman had quietly fallen asleep. Hemitath continued to stroke his head. 
 
    I asked, softly, “What about him?” 
 
    Hemitath murmured, “I’ll be staying with Shaman full time to help with any possible intelligence enhancement. I’ll take over all of the apprentice training. With Max’s help, and I hope your own, I want to find a permanent solution to the orc curse. Then maybe… but either way, I love him.” 
 
    I nodded. “So do I. Anything I can do, Hemitath. You need but ask.” 
 
    The archmage smiled a little bit. “We have good friends. Toby and Tara have agreed to help out, as have their Orders. I still have contacts at the University and within Arbitros who wish to see a new era of peace with the Southern Tribes. As the chief’s wife, it will be well within the parameters of my role to visit the other tribes, find the best and the brightest, and offer to spread the knowledge of magic. Give me a dozen amulets and a couple of years, and I guarantee that you and Benno will have the company of other orcs at the University.” 
 
    I said, “Well I thought you had a pretty good plan up until you mentioned the last bit. But we’ll endure.” 
 
    Hemitath heaved a mock-sigh. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Your brother Jarotath is kind of cute.” 
 
    The older elf shrugged, helplessly. “Why are you telling me this now?” 
 
    I sighed. “I don’t know. I guess that I was afraid to tell him to his face. And it never seemed to be the right time.” 
 
    Hemitath shot me a half smile. “I’ll pass on the message. Your son is waiting outside. Why don’t you take him over to Ames for a family meeting, hmmm?” 
 
    I bowed. “Skua.” 
 
    She nodded. “Sorch.” 
 
    As I exited, two visitors were waiting to enter. Politely, I held the tent flap open for Lizzy and Dutch, then I stepped outside. 
 
    Benno was standing a couple of paces away, absently kicking the ground and staring off into the distance. I closed the gap between us and laid a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    The young man chose to speak with his voice rather than his mind. “Guess we gotta go, huh?” 
 
    I said, “Just over to see Ames, for now. Hey. You know about all this? About me, and who I am to you?” 
 
    The young orc nodded shyly. He started to head across the village, to the tent where Ames was recovering. “Uncle tell me just after you leave Max here.” 
 
    I murmured, “Why am I always the last to know these things?” 
 
    Benno did his best to explain, “When you tell smart person thing, it get out of control. Sometimes, best keep simple.” 
 
    I had to laugh. That was absolutely true. “Alright. Are you OK leaving this place to go to a real magic school? I’ll be with you. You can meet the rest of my friends.” 
 
    “We can come back and visit, yeah?” 
 
    I decided to try to be the cool dad. “Well that depends. Are you OK riding on the back of a giant wolf?” 
 
    Benno slowed his walk so that he could look up at me. “Dat crazy. You crazy.” 
 
    I sighed as my attempt to impress him fell flat. “Yeah, I am sometimes. It might be a while before they build the Circle of Transport here Benno. But the elves might be able to help us out in the meantime. Will that be OK?” 
 
    The lad shrugged. “Sure. Auntie is elf. As long as not ride giant wolf.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You rode a giant minotaur and you loved it!” 
 
    Benno actually had to consider that one. “Huh. Well, maybe try. Just once.” 
 
    We paused a few paces from the tent where Ames was resting. My son and I looked out at the devastation where the Voodoo Engine once sat. I explained Hemitath’s and Max’s plans to Benno: The well, the baths. The teleportation circle that would bring people here from all over the world. The new merchants and students, the extra amulets that would allow smart orcs to perform real magic. 
 
    My boy considered all of this. Then he said, “Yeah. I’m OK with dat.” 
 
    I tousled my son’s hair, and we started moving again. As we approached the tent flap I said, “OK. So I’m going to teach you how to get super smart like me, we’re going to go to school together, and under no circumstances do you tell Ames that we already agreed to all of this. OK?” 
 
    “Oh. Kitty already know, we arrange all dis before you wake up.” 
 
    I was still rubbing my temples with my left hand when Benno dragged me into the family tent. 
 
    Ames was sitting up, cleaning a set of lockpicks. My bag was still in the were-cat’s possession, presumably minus anything that the feline wanted to take, including the jerky. I sighed, resigned to my fate. 
 
    After walking over and giving the cat a welcome nosing, I said, “Benno has caught me up. I know that you already knew everything. I know you withheld.” 
 
    Ames shrugged with one shoulder, on the side opposite the chest wound. “I was bored. Needed something to do while you were being lazy. Plotting behind your back is quite amusing, as it turns out.” 
 
    Benno chimed in, “I tell dad what we gonna do, he agree.” 
 
    Ames reached out to pat the smaller orc’s shoulder. “This is why you’re my favorite son, Benno.” Ames was _loving_ this. 
 
    I grumbled, “OK, enough. How is this going to work with The Spastic Vole?” 
 
    Benno said, far too eagerly, “Oh, place with the dancing on poles?” 
 
    I stared at Ames. “You told him about the pole dancing?!” 
 
    The were-cat smirked. “I’m not starting off my stint at parenthood by lying to the kid. I assume the two of you are alright splitting your time between Ice House, the University, and when the Circle of Transport is established, the tribe. I think it’s important that we concentrate on getting to know each other as a family before we do anything else adventurous. Agreed?” 
 
    Benno and I both nodded. 
 
    I said, “If we need to make ends meet, I can always do some work shaping stone. It’s a fairly rarified skill.” 
 
    Ames insisted, “You’re finishing out the school year, at minimum. And if it was up to me, the next school year as well. But we’ll reassess in two seasons and figure it out from there. We’re not going to need money Sorch, the Vole is in great shape now, and we’re getting a reward from all this as well. Max still doesn’t have an exact figure, but it’s going to be sizable.” 
 
    I smiled. “I’m not going to object to that. If you want to be the only employed member of the family, putting food on the table for Benno and I…” 
 
    Benno chimed in with, “I eat lots.” 
 
    I continued, “...then I have no objection. In a year and a half, I might be able to test out. If I really apply myself, they might offer me a position at the Arcane University.” 
 
    The were-cat tilted their head. “You’d give up adventuring?” 
 
    I looked down at my son. “I guess it depends on how things go. I wouldn’t force the lifestyle on Benno.” 
 
    The lad stared up at me. He said, “You kidding? You gotta show me world. Dat your job as dad.” 
 
    The idea was quite appealing. We all needed to get to know each other, and although the Arcane University was one way to do that, it didn’t really represent the more wild side of our natures. I thought back to my list of goals, written so long ago in the basement of The Magic Shop in Limt. With this latest reward, I would likely have the means to accomplish everything on that list. So I asked my son the all-important question: 
 
    “Do you like boats?” 
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