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Chapter One
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	He was later than he wanted to be. The plane had been delayed taking off by over an hour and then he’d had trouble getting an Uber. The first driver to pull up had taken one look at him and then sped off. The same happened with the second. Sometimes, Trorm Coldstorm thought, it’s not easy being green.

	It was impossible to be an orc and not be aware of the humanocentricities of the United Confederation of Aflana, but he had expected somewhat more tolerance. Or at least less fear. They allowed the therianthropes and other decidedly non-human races to become citizens, after all. So far, he’d only caught a glimpse of a single other orc hurrying through the airport to catch her flight, and eyes had followed him wherever he went. He’d even noticed a mother pulling her children closer to her as she hurried away from him. 

	Despite the long travel, he’d dressed nice, in the Aflana fashion, to make a good impression on his host family. A black button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up to reveal his powerful forearms tucked into black slacks. None of the significant embroideries or artful tears that his people preferred. He carried only a single large trunk, a book bag, and his staff, which should have been a giveaway to any of these ignorant pinkies that he wasn’t some primitive savage. 

	By the time he arrived at the Madden residence, it was nearing nine-o’clock and he was ready to finally sit down and have some peace. Perhaps he’d review the Standard Guide to Spellbook notation. It was a good thing he was here on scholarship, otherwise the cost of all of his mandatory reading material might have left him broke. 

	The house before him was in the suburbs and looked like it had once been among the nicer houses on the streets. Things had clearly begun sliding into disrepair. The house was still nice with its red bricks and shuttered windows. It was simply in dire need of some TLC before those gutters were completely ruined and the shrubs came to life and ate everyone. 

	The door opened to reveal a pair of women, one close to his own age, the other perhaps a decade or two older. It was hard for him to tell whether or not they were related. The older one was what the humans called “white,” though her coloring was more of a tan, while the younger one was what they called “black.” Both were very pretty.  

	He bared his teeth in the human greeting of friendliness and warmth and extended his hand to shake. “Good evening,” he said. “I am Trorm Coldstorm. It is very nice to meet you.”

	The older woman, with dusky golden skin, wavy brown hair and bright grey eyes that tilted up at the outward corners, closed the door. It struck the fingers of his outstretched hand. He stared at the door, then at his hand for a moment. He thought he knew enough of human culture to have gotten the greeting right. 

	“Mom!” he heard the smaller one exclaimed through the door, followed by some muffled arguing. Then the door swung open again and he was looking down into the face of the younger woman. 

	At six foot four, he was easily a good foot taller than her. She was short and curvy with a tangle of blue braids that fell about her shoulders and pleasant face in an artistic curtain. She wore a pair of enormous round spectacles that made her eyes seem huge. And they were lovely, dark brown things. 

	“Hi,” she said, extending her hand and brushing a lock of hair behind her ear. “I’m Abigail. You said your name is Trorm?”

	He took her hand and tried not to crush it as they shook. Human finger joints didn’t stand up to pressure the same way orc knuckles did. “I am. Is this the Madden residence?”

	She blinked up at him. “It is…you’re not what we were expecting.”

	He raised an eyebrow. “No?”

	They’d agreed to be his host family. Surely, they had known he was an orc. That could not have come as a surprise. 

	“We were expecting a female foreign exchange student,” Abigail’s mother said. “I’m Trisha.” 

	“Why would you think that?” he asked. He thought back to his application process and could not recall a single instance where there might have been some kind of mix-up. 

	“Because….” Trisha Madden trailed off. “It doesn’t matter. You’re here now. Won’t you…please come inside?” She stepped back into her foyer with visible reluctance, like she was letting a wild animal into her home. 

	“Thank you,” he said. 

	“Here, I can help with your bags,” Abigail said and moved to take his bookbag and staff. 

	He let her take the staff, hoping that might put the two women at ease, and then the book bag. When the strap left his shoulder, she nearly dropped it. 

	“Holy shit what have you got in here?” she asked, heaving it up. 

	“Language,” Trisha snapped in a way that put any doubts about her being the mother of Abigail to rest. Only mothers could manage that particular tone, regardless of language, race, or culture. 

	“Sorry, Mom,” Abigail said, and started toward a staircase that presumably led to the bedrooms. 

	He shrugged. “Text books. Spell book. Laptop.” 

	She looked back to eye the trunk skeptically. “Hate to think what you’ve got in there.”

	Trorm allowed himself a chuckle. He hadn’t thought his bag was that heavy. 

	A short trip up the stairs and down a hall later and she was showing him to a lilac bedroom with white furnishings that had very clearly belonged to a young girl. He took a look around and then raised an eyebrow at her. 

	She laughed nervously. “This used to be my room. We thought we had a female foreign exchange student coming so we didn’t really change anything. Sorry about that. Ummm. Gods above this is embarrassing.”

	He chuckled. “I’m sure there’s some reasonable explanation.” He thought about what she’d said for a moment. “If this used to be my room, then where are you staying?”

	She grinned. “I doubled up with my sister across the hall. Cheaper than on-campus housing. She’s already a student at Saint Scrolwerds. I’ll be attending starting there this semester with you.”

	“You’ll be attending the Academy of Arcane Ascension as well?” he asked, perking up. It would be nice to have a fellow wizard to study with. 

	Abigail’s face did a weird thing where it first lit up, and then fell. “Uh, no. No, I’m just taking the regular courses. I’m going to be a magewright.” 

	A magewright was not a true spellcaster or artificer that invented magical items, but rather a magical tinker who worked with magical components to enhance already enchanted items. It was akin to the difference between someone who designed vehicles and someone who repaired or modified them. 

	There was good money to be made in the profession and it was honest work. But after seeing her face light up, Trorm suspected that Abigail’s true passion lay in working with magic. So why wasn’t she enrolled in the Academy then? She seemed intelligent enough, though it was hard to make that kind of judgement after only just meeting a person. 

	“Do you have any projects you’re currently working on?” he asked.

	Her face lit up again. “Yeah, come over here. I’ll show you.” 

	She grabbed his arm and led him across the hall to a beige room with a feminine, but slightly more mature feel to it. Posters of bands covered the wall and a futon had clearly been a recent addition to the room. Over the head of the other bed was mounted a stylized sword with a scale balanced atop the tip, the symbol of the human deity, Thodos, Lord of Justice. 

	She pulled him across the room to where she had a desktop set up and then pulled up a tablet. “Here, here.” She booted it up and pulled up a white text document full to bursting with code. “See, this program?” She held up her tablet, which had some kind of drawing program pulled up. It was clearly hooked up to the desktop because the coding went grey there and was suddenly overlaid with runic diagrams and sigils. “I’m trying to put this ward directly into the code itself, rather than on a firewall.”

	Trorm’s staff back in the lilac room suddenly seemed like a very primitive tool. “Fascinating. I thought protection wards required a protective intent in whatever it is they’re being laid into.”

	“That’s right,” she said, beaming up at him. “And I’m having trouble with that. But I’m trying to get around that by….”

	It wasn’t that Trorm wasn’t interested in her project. He was. Even if half of it was full of technobabble he only half understood. It was that his ears picked up the sound of Trisha’s voice, angry and trying to keep quiet, filtering over from the master bedroom next door. 

	“Yeah, I’m going to be late,” she hissed. “No…no…shut up and hold things together. It’s a weeknight. The bar won’t explode without me there for an hour…. That’s not funny! You do not get to joke about that. No. Yes. There was a mix up… I’ll be there as soon as I can. I don’t want to leave… Lilian should be back soon. Look just hold things down for a little longer. I’m coming.”

	“So, it’s not about overlaying one with the other,” Abigail said, “So much as it is creating a third layer to unify them. See, I’ve got this other program here where I’m actually writing out both code and runes on the tablet….”

	“Lilian! Where are you? Get home now,” Trisha hissed next door. 

	“I see,” Trorm said, doing his best now not to hear Trisha and focus on Abigail’s project. It was an interesting take on sympathetic spellwork. He’d have to talk to a professor about it when classes properly started. An idea began to form about how this might be applied to spells interacting with each other but it was driven out by the next words that came from Trisha next door. 

	“Isn’t there anything you can do? I specifically requested that if the student was going to be an orc that they be a girl. I understand that there weren’t any other orc applicants, but there were other applicants? I do not feel—no. No, I don’t want to withdraw from the program. I just want to… I don’t know, trade students with someone. Anyone. No… No please don’t do that. We’ll… We’ll make do.”

	Trorm gritted his teeth and made an effort to keep his lips closed so he didn’t flash his tusks. The last thing he needed was scaring the one member of his host family that seemed to actually like him. 

	“So really, I’m not creating anything new,” Abigail said. “No truely original coding or spellwork here. All I’m doing is creating a meeting ground so that the two can communicate more effectively.” She turned up to him, beaming. 

	“That’s brilliant,” Trorm said, and then they both realized how close together they were. At some point he’d begun leaning forward and now their faces were only inches apart. Heat suffused Abigail’s cheeks and she looked away. 

	“Abigail!” Trisha’s voice came from the doorway, and there was nothing subtle or subdued about it now. “Out. Both of you, out.”

	“Mom,” Abigail said through her teeth, glancing nervously up at Trorm. “You know the rule. No being alone with boys in the bedroom.”

	“Mom,” Abigail said, rolling her eyes. “Really? Since when is that even a rule? And anyways, I’m in college now. That’s so high school.”

	“And if you don’t like it you can pay for on campus housing.” Trisha shook her head. “No being alone in the bedroom together. I’ve got to get to work.” She looked up at Trorm. “Lilian should be home soon.”

	There was supposed to be some significance to that but he didn’t know what it was. Humans were confusing. He tried his best not to take everything that he had overheard personally. It was hard and he wasn’t sure how well he was succeeded. 

	“Okay, see you later,” Abigail said. 

	When her mother was gone, she turned to him. “How do you feel about Netflix?”

	After the day he’d had? “Turning off my mental facilities sounds like a wonderful idea.” 

	She giggled. “I like the way you talk.”

	They had just settled down on the couch and pulled up some series about a desolate world where magic didn’t exist when the front door opened. A tall young woman, maybe a year or two older than Abigail walked in. She had long red hair pulled back in a ponytail and wore a long-sleeved t-shirt, jeans, and combat boots. Her figure was lithe and athletic, bordering on slender, an impression that was slightly ruined by her impressive bust. 

	She looked tired and was carrying something that looked like a sword hilt and part of a blade in one hand. He didn’t have a chance to get a good look at it, but he thought he saw some runes inlayed down that partial length of blade. 

	The red-head froze when she saw them, then with a flick of her wrist, the sword telescoped into a proper blade. Trorm cocked his head. That kind of mechanism would make the weapon incredibly breakable. Were those runes on the blade designed to reinforce it?

	The sword was pointed at him and he quit wondering how it was made and started wishing he’d kept his staff with him. 

	“Abigail,” the sword-wielding red-head said. “Why’s there an orc in our house?”

	“Hi, Lilian,” Abigail said with a cheery wave. “Put that thing away and come meet our new foreign exchange student.”

	So much for turning off his brain and getting some rest. 



Chapter Two
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	The academic advisor’s office smelled of cheese.

	That might have been because the gnome woman sitting across from him had a stack of grilled cheese sandwiches piled high on her desk, sitting atop a precarious stack of manila folders and red-marked papers. She’d invited Trorm to partake and he had eaten one, just to be polite. It wasn’t half bad. It wasn’t half good either and considering the way the green and pink haired woman, who might be generously estimated at four feet tall, kept her office in a chaotic state of disarray, Trorm wasn’t sure that he trusted her food. 

	Professor Fifi Hympress had been blessed with one of those ageless faces that made it difficult to say for sure how old she was. In an orc or a human, he would have guessed late twenties or early thirties, but she could just as easily be new to adulthood or very well preserved. He was inclined to think the former, however. There was something of a youthful aura about the diminutive woman. Perhaps it was her enthusiasm. Perhaps it was the generous curves that he hadn’t expected a woman of her size capable of possessing. 

	As she was the first person since coming to Aflana that seemed genuinely happy to see him, he held back judging her youthful demeanor and instead focused upon her hospitality. She seemed genuinely nice and hadn’t stopped smiling, save for a brief faltering when he’d declined a second sandwich, since he’d walked through her door. 

	“Mr. Coldstorm—may I call you Trorm?”

	He gave a nod. “You may.” 

	Orcs didn’t use the suffix “Mister” and only friends, family and allies were supposed to use the first name. That was not the human way, and subsequently not the way of Aflana. He supposed, however, that Professor Hympress should be considered his ally, so there was that at least. He’d have to get used to strangers using his first name.  

	“Excellent,” she said, clapping her hands. He half expected her to say “We’ll be the best of friends.” Mercifully, she forewent that particular phrase in favor of saying, “Then please call me Fifi. Are you settling in okay, Trorm? No trouble with your host family?”

	Did she know that the head of Madden household had tried to get rid of him? That could be a mark against him. His position in this country was precarious enough already. One wrong word from the people he was living with and he’d be on the next plane home. 

	He decided honesty was the best policy. The truth. But perhaps, not the whole truth. 

	“They seemed to have expected someone else,” he admitted. “But we have achieved a successful state of cohabitation.” If a tense one. 

	Trisha Madden did not seem to care for him being alone with either of her daughters. To say nothing of the incident with Abigail’s room. He felt like a mongrel dog they couldn’t get rid of, one they expected to go rabid and bite them at any minute. 

	“Glad to hear it,” she said with a grin. “Now, I know you’ve already answered a bunch of these questions with your application to come here. But I want to start fresh and hear it from you, not some report. Also, the reports are boring.”

	He wasn’t sure if her honesty was refreshing or disconcerting. 

	“So, from the beginning with the most basic question,” she said. “Why do you want to study magic?”

	The answer was long and complicated. “I want to be the Arcane Advisor to my older brother when he takes command of the Glorious Horde.” 

	Horde Chief was a position he might have sought to attain were he not his father’s sixth son. Sixth sons were unlucky without a seventh and no matter how many other wives or concubines Trorm’s father, Bral Coldstorm took, he sired no more sons after Trorm. No one in the Glorious Horde would accept him in a position of their leadership, no matter his cunning or prowess. He was close with his second born brother Rore, now eldest brother since the death of his firstborn brother Graun. Rore had been proving himself for years and steadily climbing to power. He stood to be a Great Chief within the next five to ten years and Trorm intended to back him however he could. Unlucky he might be, useless he was not. Not by a long shot. 

	Fifi gave him a long look, lowering her chin as she peered into his eyes. If she’d worn glasses, she’d have been peering at him over their rims. Did she used to wear them? “It is not your ambition to be a war mage?” 

	His mouth went dry. There was technically no reason why he couldn’t actively pursue that kind of training and study here. That didn’t mean it wouldn’t be frowned upon. “No.” Better to quash that idea quickly. He did not need any extra scrutiny. 

	“Are you sure?” she asked.

	“Certain.” 

	“Only, your academic plan has you studying in schools of evocation, abjuration, and divination. Evocation, or boom school as I like to call it, is all about directing energies and is usually put towards more, offensive purposes. In conjunction with schools that focus on wards and defensive magics and gathering intelligence…you might see how this looks when it all comes together?” She spread her hands as if physically laying it all out for him. 

	Put that way it did look bad. This had all been a trap. He’d been an idiot to get his hopes up. “I do not intend to be a war mage.”

	“Then may I ask how you intend to be the equivalent of a royal vizier by studying these particular schools of magic?” she asked. 

	“It is not an equivalent,” he said. “That is the first misconception that must be rectified.”

	She raised her green and pink eyebrows. “You want to argue the semantics?”

	“No. I want to clarify that an Arcane Advisor to a Great Chief in the Glorious Horde has vastly different expectations than a royal vizier serving the ruling family of the United Confederation of Aflana,” he said. 

	She settled back in her chair, seeming to lose several inches of height. “I’m all ears.”

	“Your royal viziers are essentially academics and political specialists. They study and they advise upon their subject. They are not really expected to defend themselves or their lieges or thwart magical assassination attempts. An Arcane Advisor is. I must not only be able to advise on the subject of magic, I must also defend my chief against it.”

	“Divination and even abjuration make sense then,” Fifi said, nodding her head. “But why evocation? There are other schools that might make more sense. Transmutation or necromancy for example.”

	He shook his head. “Necromancy is not a realistic option for me.” Not with the school and all of Aflana already suspicious of him. “And Transmutation would not earn me the respect of my peers. Magic is respected. Strength is respected. Strength provided by magic is not.” 

	“By whose definition of strength?” Fifi asked. “That’s a very subjective measurement.”

	He grinned in the human fashion, baring his tusks. “By the standards of the Glorious Horde. We can debate the merits of such thinking as much as we like. It changes nothing. Energy manipulation is flashy enough to intimidate most away from attempting anything, dangerous enough to back up that threat more often than not, and I believe I possess the industry to put it to use beyond making things go boom.”

	She giggled. Actually giggled. 

	“You’ve clearly given this a good deal of thought,” she said. “Very well. What about your equipment then? The academy will provide most of it aside from your casting implement and books. You already have those, I presume?”

	He nodded. “Books and staff.”

	She wrinkled her nose and eyed his staff, which he’d laid against the wall by the door. “A staff. That’s so archaic. You’d be much better served with a wand. Much more fine control. You’ll find divination difficult to work with something that unwieldy.”

	He scowled. “It was my grandfather’s.”

	“And that’s very sweet and sentimental,” she said. “A wand would still serve you better, I think. Or is this another show of strength thing?”

	Trorm sighed and nodded. “It is. A wizard’s staff, though not really intended as such, can make an effective club if nothing else. A wand? A wand won’t earn true respect.” And his grandfather’s staff had a legacy that was known and feared by the shamans and sorcerers of the Glorious Horde. 

	“It seems wiser to me to get used to using what I’ll have to use rather than training with something else and then switching over,” he added. 

	She made a face. “We’ll see about that. There’s a wand in your future one way or another, Trorm. Some of the advanced work you’ll eventually be required to perform for your degree requires less power and more finesse.” 

	That was worrisome. Wands weren’t cheap. No magical implement was. A lot went into their crafting and there was no way to mass produce them. Each one had to be individually crafted. 

	“I’ll cross that gorge when I come to it,” he said with a sigh. This meeting was not going well. Had he really expected it to?

	“I suppose we will,” Fifi said. “Your football scholarship covers your classes and requires the academy to provide much of your equipment, but casting implements are another matter. They’re too expensive and personalized. I suggest that you start saving up money now or your senior year is going to be difficult.”

	“Thank you for the advice.”

	“Literally in the job description,” she said, beaming at him, then pointed at herself. “Academic advisor.”

	He chuckled. 

	“By the way, while we’re on the subject of equipment, I got you a gift.” She vanished behind her desk, a stack of documents nearly toppling over as the desk shuddered and the sound of a cabinet door opening sounded. 

	She strode around the desk, barely as tall as his ribcage, and held something up to him. 

	He accepted and looked at the item in puzzlement. They were a pair of sunglasses. Stylish but an odd gift. Odder still when he noticed the runic swirls around the hinges and temples. The lenses themselves had a slightly reddish tint to them.

	He didn’t bother to hide his puzzlement. “Thanks.”

	“You’re welcome,” she said with a chuckle. “Don’t be so dismissive. Those sunglasses are an impressive piece of work. I’ve been working with a psychiatrist to create a tool to help people on the spectrum recognize emotions in others. I thought that it might be helpful for someone from such a different culture.”

	That actually might be helpful. He slid the sunglasses on and looked down at Fifi. A little light ran around her face, then words appeared beside it. HAPPY. 

	Maybe a touch simplistic but still, he wasn’t about to look a gift warg in the mouth. “These are impressive. Why sunglasses though. I would think spectacles would be more academic.”

	“Probably,” she said. “But I understand orc eyes are more sensitive than human eyes to daylight and most of your classes will take place during the day.”

	“That was…very considerate. Thank you.” He’d been prepared to simply squint at everything and endure those few seconds of mild disorientation every time he stepped outside during the day. This was a much better alternative. 

	“Excellent,” she said, clapping her hands again. “Now, to the meat of things. You sure you don’t want another sandwich?” 

	She made to grab one of the grilled cheeses from her desk, only to realize that if it had been level on the desk it would have been in reach, but situated atop the towering stack of folders put it out of her reach. Trorm picked up the plate and lowered it to her so that she could take one. She gave him a frown. “Thank you.”

	The glasses flashed. FRUSTRATED. EMBARASSED. GRATEFUL. The words came one right after the other. The glasses were definitely going to take some getting used to. 

	She devoured half of her sandwich before going on. “But really, we need to talk scholarship rules. You know them?”

	“I cannot miss football practice or games.” Barring the coach’s discretion, he imagined, but that wasn’t something he intended to test. “I must maintain a 3.75 grade point average in my arcane classes.”

	“And in your regular academic classes,” she interjected. CHEERFUL, the glasses informed him. That wasn’t helpful. 

	“That was not what the paperwork I received said.” 

	Fifi shrugged. “Is what it is. 3.75 across the board.”

	“Very well.” It wasn’t as if there was much he could do about that. “Any academic probation is also cause for the scholarship to be withdrawn.”

	She nodded again. “So, keep your nose clean.”

	“I think that’s it.”

	Her face fell. SAD. “There is one more thing.”

	“And that is?” he asked, stomach sinking. 

	“If your host family files a complaint about your behavior. Your scholarship will be rejected and you will be kicked out of their household and expected to return to the Glorious Horde immediately.”

	
	
Chapter Three
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	The library was not proving as resourceful as Trorm had hoped it would be. While it boasted an impressive collection of literature, most of the subject matter he was interested in was forbidden to wizarding students until they had actually begun their first semester. That was reasonable and he did not hold the restriction against the library. What he did hold against it was the librarian who kept passing by where he was studying to make sure he wasn’t doing whatever it was she suspected an orc might get up to in a library. 

	The third time this happened he gave her an ugly look and she became more discrete about it. Following that, however, came a trio of students who had formed a “study group” and sat down at the table across from his. This would not have been a problem if they had actually focused on studying. But their talks of academia quickly devolved into who was sleeping with who, whose parents were the biggest pain, and how one of them hated having to get up early for her new job and her classes. 

	Every time he’d get to a particularly interesting formula or deep paragraph, there’d be a peal of laughter or a loud denial. He found himself gritting his teeth and clenching his jaw. Trorm wasted a good five minutes fantasizing about setting one of their backpacks on fire. He had his staff and it didn’t look like any of them were studying arcana. He could probably get away with it…no. No, he really could not. The looks on their faces though…. He sighed and tried to get back to his studies. 

	One of them burst into laughter. 

	He stood up and the group went silent, seeming to notice him for the first time. SURPRISE, the sunglasses provided helpfully, followed by, FEAR. He tried to smile but it came across more as a baring of teeth. The FEAR tag did not dissipate. “Could you please keep it down?” he said through clenched teeth so that it came out more as a snarl. “Thank you.”

	He sat down and went back to his book. There was no more noise. He glanced up to find one of the so-called studiers missing and the other two shooting him covert glares. ANGRY. 

	That was acceptable so long as they were quiet. He barely noticed the sound of footsteps until they came to a stop right next to them. He looked up to find the librarian standing over him. ANGRY. 

	“Young man, I don’t know how things are done where you’re from, but here we do not threaten other students. I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” 

	He glanced at the study group, now with all three members back. SATISFIED. 

	Without a word, he gathered up his material, picked up his staff, which got several surprised looks, and set out for the door. He did not bother not to stomp and shoved his way out the door, self-control strained and ready to plow through anything that happened to get in his way. 

	Unfortunately, that something happened to be Abigail and as he stormed out of the library he ran headlong into her and knocked her to the ground. She let out a yelp and hit the pavement. Her bag flew from her hand, popped open, and several papers scattered across the ground. 

	“I am so sorry,” Trorm said, taking a knee and helping her upright. She’d skinned her palm but otherwise seemed okay as she adjusted her glasses. 

	“No harm done,” she said, then frowned as she took in his face. CONCERNED. “Are you okay?”

	The librarian stepped out the door behind him. “Are you alright? I saw what happened.”

	She seemed taken aback when Abigail laughed. “Yeah, all good here.” She turned that smile on Trorm. “I’m heading over to Mom’s tavern to study. Care to join me?”

	The librarian’s mouth fell open. That alone was worth taking her up on the offer. “Thank you.”

	They gathered up her papers and set off. “I know it seems like a weird place to study but I promise, it’s the best. Mom makes sure I’m set with food and drink and I’ve got my own table reserved in a corner. It’s kind of the best.” EXCITED. 

	Maybe his sunglasses were malfunctioning. He’d nearly run her over and she was excited to go study with him? He gave her a smile, careful not to bare his teeth. Non-orcs seemed to be especially put off by the sight of his sharp teeth. 

	“I look forward to it.”

	Abigail did indeed have a quiet corner table set aside at the Roaring Stag, which it turned out, was actually owned by Trisha Madden, who worked as her own bartender and manager. She gave the duo a skeptical look when Abigail walked in with Trorm but was quickly caught up in her own work to pay attention to them. Every now and then a waitress would come by with steamed vegetables or to bring a fresh pot of hot tea—a secret specialty of the tavern that only the regulars knew to ask for. 

	They all gave Trorm looks that ranged from appraising to hostile but nobody said he was unwelcome and they let him and Abigail study in peace. Abigail it turned out, was an excellent study partner. They quickly learned each other’s rhythms and when to break and ask each other questions. The waitstaff seemed to grow more relaxed about the two as textbooks, notebooks, and papers steadily spread across the table around their laptops. 

	At one point, Trorm looked up to find Lilian at the bar speaking to a human police officer in a uniform. She had her telescopic sword collapsed and hanging from one hip and a gun in a shoulder holster poking out from beneath her light jacket. The police officer didn’t seem at all perturbed by the young woman’s choice of weaponry and even signaled to one of the waitstaff to bring Lilian a drink. 

	That did not compute with Trorm’s understanding of law enforcement culture among humans. From what he’d come to understand, they did not trust others openly carrying weapons. Maybe this man was courting her? He seemed too old, grizzled, balding, and sporting a sizeable beer gut, and she too young. But what did he know about what human women found attractive?

	He was about to ask Abigail about it but she asked him a question about sequential circles and astronomical alignment as it might pertain to her new project of melding the layers of coding and spellwork and by the time he remembered he’d had the question at all, both Lilian and the cop were gone.  

	Hours flew by and it grew darker and darker outside. The patronage at the bar dwindled. Trorm hardly noticed. He and Abigail had gone through the material for just about every one of their classes for the upcoming semester and were confident that they had a head start on their peers. Trorm couldn’t recall the last time studying had been so fun. 

	Back in the Glorious Horde, there were few who appreciated academia and fewer still who appreciated spellcraft. Studying had always been an isolated experience done wherever he could get away from disruption. In Abigail he’d found a partner who could match him intellectually and challenge him to improve, even as he challenged her. And all while being served hot tea, appetizers, and at one point a plate of food that had been sent back because the customer had ordered their onions on the side. All told, it was the best evening he’d had in a long time. 

	“Last call,” Trisha called from behind the bar. “Last call before closing time!” 

	Trorm blinked and took stock of everything. He’d been so enraptured in his conversation with Abigail about theoretical planes of power that could act as wellsprings of perpetual mana that he’d lost track of his surroundings. Foolish, he chided himself. Then again there were only two customers left in the bar and most of the waitstaff seemed to be milling about. 

	“You girls can go home,” Trisha said to a pair of them. “Not much happening on a weeknight here.”

	The offer was met with shaken heads. “No, we’ll wait for Lilian to get back.”

	Trisha rolled her eyes. “I am capable of walking home without my daughter babysitting me.”

	Another waitress shrugged. “It’s late. I always feel better leaving after she helps close up. Shame she’s, uh, working right now.”

	“Because of the orc?” A different woman asked, glancing in their direction. “He seems like a sweetheart. Real teddy bear sort. He’s got it bad for Abigail, that’s for sure.”

	“He better not,” groused Trisha and Trorm stopped listening. 

	“Hey, you okay?” Abigail asked, putting a hand on his arm. CONCERNED. “You got this funny look on your face. 

	“I’m fine,” he said. “Thank you for asking. You are the kindest person I have met since coming here.”

	She blushed and looked away. EMBARASSED. HAPPY. “People don’t just say things like that.” 

	He shrugged. “I’m not a person?”

	Her eyes went wide. “That wasn’t—that…you’re making fun of me?” She grinned. 

	He held up a hand, thumb and forefinger scarcely an inch apart. 

	She gave him a gentle punch in the arm. Or maybe it wasn’t gentle. She was human and small so it was hard to tell.

	The window beside the door to the bar shattered and a dark object tumbled through the broken glass along the floor. 

	It unfurled, revealing a mass of writhing tentacles covered in eyes attached to a slimy, simian body. A kind of monkey-pus with too many wild blinking eyes. Its face unfolded like a flower, revealing the entire head to be nothing more than an enormous mouth full of hooked teeth. More eyes glared out from the back of its throat. A slimian, Trorm thought almost absently. A slimy simian. 

	The waitresses screamed. Trisha ducked back behind the bar and came up with a shotgun. 

	The slimian leapt up to the ceiling as she opened fire, tearing a chunk out of her floor. Another shot was dodged as it leapt to a light fixture, causing shadows to dance across the tavern. 

	Trorm leapt to his feet, throwing himself between the thing and Abigail as he grabbed his staff and readied it. 

	Another pair of the dripping creatures flew through the already broken window and another window smashed further down the tavern as still two more burst in. Five, he counted, then six. Then seven. 

	One of the waitresses grabbed a bar stool, flipping it so she was wielding the legs like an improvised pitchfork. Clearly she had been in more than a few bar fights to pick up on that. She lunged forward, striking one of the monkey things in the chest. She slammed the stool’s legs down on it over and over again, each time eliciting a squeak and a gush of slime but no real damage. It was like trying to crush a rubber ball. 

	The shotgun finally caught one of them and it exploded in a shower of pus and gore. Trisha swung the weapon around to aim at another creature and it clicked empty. She swore. 

	The waitress with the barstool screamed as the tentacles of the one she was hitting sprouted barbs and lashed out at her legs. The short shorts that helped her get better tips offered little protection against the little abomination. 

	Another one finally noticed Trorm and Abigail and came at them. 

	Trorm had not been idle. He’d been studying the creatures. There was an otherworldly energy flowing from them. The kind that indicated that they had been summoned from another dimension and also provided them a degree of protection from the attacks of this world. Including, he suspected, magic. But there was a way around that. 

	As the slimian flew through the air at Abigail, he stepped into it and thrust forward with his staff. The end caught the creature in the stomach, making direct contact but dealing no apparent damage. The tentacles lashed out, striking him across the face and sending his sunglasses flying. Blood spilled into his eye from the cut the barbs on the end had opened up. 

	Trorm bared his teeth at the thing and let fly the spell he’d been mentally reciting since the number of attackers had gone up past five. Lightning exploded from his staff, boiling the slime off the creature’s body and making all those eyes explode like so many zits before leaping from its back to the next creature. And then to the next. And to the next. 

	In seconds the Roaring Stag was lit up with a string of the eldritch creatures connected by a stream of electricity like the world’s most macabre string of holiday lights. Bellowing out a second spell, Trorm cut the spell off from his own mana, instead attaching it to the creature’s own shrouds of protection. 

	The lightning went from white to flashing green and purple. The monster’s shrieks rose to fever pitch before they simultaneously exploded, decorating the Roaring Stag in slime. 

	Trorm caught himself on the table before his legs could give out. He’d used much more mana than he’d intended holding that first spell in place long enough for to ready the second. Unsteadily, he grabbed the mug he’d been drinking tea from and downed the cold contents in a single gulp. 

	There were screams. Curses. The waitress who’d wielded the bar stool had some especially colorful ones. 

	Trorm looked up and met Trisha’s eye. “Are you unharmed?” 

	She nodded at him from across the bar, shotgun still held like she meant to use it. Good call, he thought. They didn’t know if there were more of them outside. He hoped not. 

	The door flew open and he surged upright, staff at the ready while Trisha swung around her shotgun. 

	Lilian came to a sudden stop, gun in one hand, sword in the other. She looked around the thoroughly trashed tavern as they lowered their weapons. 

	“What the hell happened?” Her eyes found Trorm. “What did you do?”

	“Lilian,” Trisha said softly, drawing her elder daughter’s attention. “He saved us.”

	

	Chapter Four
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	Trorm panted as he pulled his helmet free and wiped his brow, wincing against the morning sun’s harsh glare. It was a shame his sunglasses had been damaged in the altercation last night. Abigail had taken them, claiming she had some ideas about repairs. He hoped so. 

	He thought he was decent at reading most non-orc expressions but those were a helpful tool. Besides which, they kept the blasted sun out of his light sensitive eyes. That would have made practice so much easier. Now he was fighting a headache, though some of that probably had to do with their foul-mouthed coach’s shouting as much as the sunlight repeatedly stabbing his eyes. 

	There were, he was discovering, many differences between orcish football and human football. Namely the size of the field and weight of the ball. Back with the Glorious Horde, the ball was weighted and the field was wider but shorter by several yards. Additionally, orcish football stadiums did not bother with the intense warding against spellcasting that the human stadium possessed to prevent cheating. Trorm found he couldn’t even manage a simple cantrip while inside the stadium.

	Fortunately, none of these things were terribly off-putting. Football was, at its core, a military exercise in territory control. When put in that perspective, the changes were actually somewhat exhilarating. And there were other things to exhilarate as well. 

	“Hey Trorm,” said silky voice belonging to one of the cheerleaders. 

	The squad had turned up in full uniform, including the bulky-headed costumed mascot that Trorm suspected was supposed to be some kind of horse, to support the team as they started the new season. It was a good thing the sun had been in his eyes so much during practice or Trorm would have found himself more distracted than encouraged. College cheerleaders, it turned out, did not adhere to the same dress code limitations of high school cheerleaders and the girl’s red and white tops and skirts were tight. And tiny. Everything about them practically screamed sex.

	The speaker was no exception. Curly blonde hair fell about her shoulders in artful disarray and her impressive breasts strained against her uniform top. She twirled one of her stray locks of hair. “I’m Clare. Clare Blanchard. It’s nice to meet you.”

	“And you,” he said, giving the others a careful nod. He wasn’t sure what the appropriate conduct was here and he found his mouth suddenly dry. Trorm found himself missing his sunglasses very much just then. 

	Cheerleaders and football players were stereotyped together so often, but he couldn’t afford to make any assumptions. Human girls did not usually go for orcs. At least, not for a meaningful relationship. Some of his brothers liked bragging about the human tourists they’d banged. Only it had always seemed to Trorm that they were the ones being used by girls looking for a wild time. Since it didn’t matter to his brothers one way or another, he’d never made an issue of it with them, though he detested the idea of being used and tossed aside himself. 

	“You looked good out there,” Clare went on, then with a mischievous grin toying at her lips. “I’ve always had a thing for quarterbacks. Think coach’ll put you in when the season starts?”

	Trorm shrugged. Saying as little as possible seemed to be the best thing he could do. What did she mean she had a “thing?” “I’m just a freshman. Coach won’t trust me until I prove myself.” As a war leader should, he almost added, catching himself at the last minute. Talking about battle and war glory was a good way to alienate humans, he’d discovered. 

	“Freshman froggy!” Arms wrapped around his neck and nearly pulled Trorm over. It was an effort to suppress his immediate impulse to punch his attacker in the throat and an instant later he was glad he had, though judging from the cheerleader’s faces he hadn’t done a good enough job masking his expression. 

	Arlen “Hellhound” Hunt was a junior and one of the team’s most famous players. Scouts for the International Football League had been scouting the wide receiver since halfway through his freshman career when he ran a ninety-yard touchdown. Arlen was fast, athletic, and good looking with blonde hair and the type of smile humans liked with his flat white teeth all close together. He was also studying magic, like Trorm, though the general consensus was that his arcane pursuits were nothing compared to his athletic prowess. 

	Punching him would not have gone over well. 

	“Freshman froggy!” Arlen repeated. “You’re with me, Erik, and Wilbur tonight.” He gave the cheerleaders an apologetic look, then started guiding Trorm away.  

	Trorm gave a slow blink, not resisting. “I am?”

	Arlen continued to hang his arm around his shoulder and neck. Was it intended to show camaraderie or domination? Perhaps both. Humans could be very complicated about these things. A glance over revealed two other more senior players, both grinning at the cheerleaders rather than him. 

	“Froggy?” Trorm asked.

	“’Cause you’re green,” Arlen said sagely, then his face fell. “Holy shit, that’s not racist is it?”

	How in the frozen hells was Trorm supposed to know? Dire toads could be dangerous and they were green, so he didn’t feel like the comparison should offend him. On the other hand, if someone was worried it might be racist, then it probably was something he should be concerned with. 

	“I’m cool with it,” Trorm said. “But it would probably best not to call me that. We don’t want a PR disaster.”

	Arlen just about fell over laughing. “I like you!” 

	“I’m honored,” Trorm said flatly. 

	That made the cheerleaders giggle for some reason and he thought her heard one of them whisper something that sounded like “noble savage.”

	“Alright then! You are Disaster,” Arlen said dramatically. Too dramatically. Despite himself, Trorm was beginning to be somewhat amused by his antics. 

	“I am?” Trorm asked, trying and failing to come up with a reason for this. 

	One of the other players, Erik he thought, stepped in. “It’s tradition to make the new players earn their nicknames. Like, how everyone knows Arlen is Hellhound. We set this up ahead of time, right, so when we’re eventually on the news, we’ve got something we like instead of whatever the talking heads give us.”

	“A war name,” Trorm said, nodding in understanding. 

	“Sort of,” Erik said, seeming unsure. 

	He’d miss-stepped, Trorm realized. 

	“Exactly!” Arlen said quickly! “A war name. That’s fucking cool. Anyway, you don’t get it ‘til you earn it.” 

	“And how does that work?”

	The other player, Wilbur joined them. “It’s kind of dumb, but it’s like this. A group of us older players get together and set a challenge, something stupid, for a new player to do.” He gestured around and, squinting to see through the morning light even though his eyes had more or less adjusted, Trorm was able to see that he wasn’t the only freshman player being approached in this manner. 

	“And the three of us, well we’re setting you’re task tonight,” Erik said. 

	Arlen beamed and spouted off an address. “Be there at eight thirty.”

	“You mind texting that to me?” Trorm said and when he left practice twenty minutes later, showered and changed, the information was on his phone. Which was good, because it gave him a place to start his research. 

	Trorm had never been as large as some of his brothers and as a wizard, he had learned early on the value of preparation. He’d done his best to pull more information from the trio of older players but none was forthcoming, so he directed his efforts to learning everything he could about them and the address they’d given him. 

	There was a lot to learn. All three had more or less clean records. Arlen had gotten in trouble for underaged drinking and had gotten a DUI once, but apparently that had been mostly swept under the rug. Apart from that though? Nothing. It was the address that put him somewhat at ease. 

	Not because of anything pertaining to the residence they’d given him, but because the house next to it belonged to one Ismael Hunt, a professor of conjuration at the Arcane Academy and Arlen’s own father. If human fathers were anything like orc fathers, Arlen wouldn’t try to do anything too drastic or dangerous where the older wizard might find out. 

	Not once did Trorm consider not going. This was a matter of pride and bonding with the men he’d be playing besides. War brothers. Teammates. If this was to be a challenge meant to humiliate him then so be it. Veterans always hassled new recruits. Those that gave the worst were also often the best teachers and the most loyal allies once their respect had been earned. Assuming those veterans weren’t just a group of idiots. 

	Trorm would give his teammates the benefit of the doubt. That didn’t mean he wasn’t going to take precautions. He arrived at the selected spot at eight thirty, as instructed, the sun already low and the neighborhood dark. The suburbs were an unusual part of human society that Trorm had never fully understood.

	Families with no connection to each other simply gathered and tentatively organized themselves by street and address. No forming of clans. No unifying purpose or task. Just a random hodgepodge of people. How did they trust one another? How did they handle the inevitable fights that would break out between families with so many different factions? If he didn’t know any better, he’d almost think that they got along by mostly ignoring one another, which made no sense at all. 

	There was no sign of the others at first, then he noticed them sneaking around Arlen’s father’s house. They were all dressed in black with hoods up, which made him glad he’d warn black himself, though he hadn’t worn a hood. Trorm was dealing with too many preconceptions about him thanks to his green skin without subliminally hinting he was up to no good with his fashion choices. 

	Did the others not realize he could see them? But it wasn’t that dark yet. The sun had only just set. Then again, human eyes weren’t good at night. Probably worse than his in the morning light. He wondered if the dark hurt their eyes the way the light hurt his. Would that be an insensitive question to ask? Pain was an odd subject to bring up among humans. He wouldn’t get a straight answer from his teammates anyway. Young warriors, or players as the case were, could not afford to show weakness as they established themselves. He’d not begrudge them that. 

	They moved carefully, clearly attempting to sneak up on him. Trorm pulled out his phone and pretended to check something on it, then looked up as they drew near. “You know I can see in the dark, right? Arlen. Erik. Wilbur.”

	Erik stopped short and tripped Wilbur behind him, causing them both to topple over to the ground. Arlen, who had been in the lead and had not stopped, straightened up and smacked himself in the forehead. “Duh. Guess that looked pretty silly to you, huh?”

	Trorm shrugged. They didn’t need to know just how ridiculous they’d looked. If he’d been human it might have worked and their sudden appearance probably would have been startling. “What’s the challenge?”

	“Right to the point,” Arlen said, grinning. His teeth gleamed white in the glow of the streetlamps nearby. “I like it. So, that house over there.” He pointed at the one that belonged to his father. “It belongs to a professor of the Arcane Academy.”

	Trorm gave a slow nod. Arlen clearly didn’t want him to make the connection between himself and his father. Trorm would let him keep that secret for now. 

	“Your mission, as a future wizard of the Arcane Academy,” Arlen said dramatically. “Is to sneak into his study and take the paperweight off his desk that looks like a golden stallion.” 

	The stallion was the symbol of Saint Scrolwerds and the team’s mascot.Trorm nodded slowly. That made sense. He was to steal a symbol of the team’s unity and spirit. “Any rules?”

	“Don’t get caught,” said Erik. 

	“What he said,” Arlen said. “Because we’ll totally disavow you or whatever if you are.”

	Trorm resisted the urge to roll his eyes, tucking away his phone, casually closing the app that had recorded their whole conversation. He’d been careful to name them all. It probably would come to nothing, considering this was Arlen’s father’s house, but just in case, he had evidence of why he was doing it. And knowledge of preexisting relationships that would make things messy for them if he did land in trouble. 

	With a nod of understanding, he simply walked around to the back of the house and opened the door. This was something he’d learned of humans in suburbia. They often locked the front door and expected that to be enough to ward off an intruder, leaving plenty of other means of entering their homes wide open. 

	No alarm sounded and he snuck quietly through the living room and down a plushly carpeted hallway to a study. The challenge might have been more difficult if he hadn’t been able to see exactly where he was going and what was in his way. At the slightly open door to the study, he hesitated. This was too easy and they’d specifically mentioned him being a wizard earlier. A future wizard of the academy. 

	Wishing he had his staff with him, he cast a simple divination spell that would allow him to sense the ethereal fingerprints of spellcasting. It wouldn’t tell him if an item was enchanted, but it would give him an impression of the kinds of spells that had been cast recently in an area. 

	Unsurprisingly, Professor Hunt’s study was positively aglow with the lingering signatures of countless spells. Especially around a comfortable looking leather chair in the corner and his bookshelf. The man must like to cast while directly pouring over his tombs. On his desk, as promised, was the stallion-shaped paperweight, and as he’d suspected, it bore traces of a spell having recently been cast upon it. From the school of conjuration, unless he was mistaken. Considering Professor Hunt’s specialty, that made sense. 

	He made his way into the study and began scrutinizing the spell. Most of his takeaway was speculation. That didn’t make him wrong. It appeared that a spell had been placed over the paperweight and that it required a trigger to activate. If it was a conjuration spell, as he was sure it was, that meant that it would summon something. In the study? Perhaps a monster of some kind, or it could make a cage appear. Either would be bad, doubtless sounding some kind of alarm, and the spell appeared powerful enough that he couldn’t simply break it.

	The best way around it therefore was to not set it off in the first place. He thought about it for a moment, then began to cast. Conjuration was not his strongest school by far. He preferred divination and abjuration. Fortunately, he didn’t need to be especially skilled. Professor Hunt was skilled enough as it was. 

	He cast a small shield spell, pouring in just enough magic to make it appear in his hand, rather than creating a full dome of protection. With an effort he began to shape it into a rough approximation of the paperweight. Trorm grasped the object and placed the shield over it as tightly as he could, then pulled the item free. The shield stayed behind, blocking the spell. 

	He’d gotten the inspiration from a movie where an explorer had undone a booby trap protecting an ancient relic by swapping the relic out with a bag of sand to keep the weight the same. Unfortunately, this worked about as well for Trorm as it had the movie’s hero. He’d barely made it to the study door when an alarm sounded. He must have succeeded in overcoming that particular trap because nothing appeared to have been conjured. What had he set off then?

	It didn’t matter. He ran. 

	He heard footsteps. Raised voices. Something that sounded suspiciously like a spell being cast. 

	He raced out the backdoor, sprinting around to the side gate for all he was worth. There was no sign of his fellow players out front and he’d come on foot. There was no way he’d be able to outrun an angry wizard’s spell. 

	A car pulled up the curb. The passenger door flew open, revealing a curly blonde-haired young woman. Clare Blanchard. “Get in!”

	He got in and they zoomed away.

	

	Chapter Five
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	The Wild Hoop was one third restaurant, one third bar, one third dance club, and one hundred percent college hangout. Clare had draped herself on his arm, waltzed them inside, and proceeded to order appetizers. Drinks with alcohol had to be purchased from the bar area or she’d have already had something stronger than diet coke. Strange that humans gave special emphasis to a word to give it a slightly different meaning. 

	“So,” she said, drawing out the word. “What were ya doing?”

	She said it funny. Trorm couldn’t tell if she was trying to sound like a small child or speak to him like he was. It would have been annoying except that she smiled and reached across the table to lay her fingers on his forearm. The light touch of skin on skin sent electricity coursing through him that made him want to pay attention to her words no matter how stupid her tone. It had to be a human thing. Was she flirting with him? He hoped she was. 

	“I’m honestly not sure,” he said, trying to hedge his bet. “I have no idea what we’re doing right now.”

	She pouted, maintaining the childish demeanor. Was it supposed to be endearing? If it was intended to be attractive, he found it mildly off putting. What man, human or orc, wanted a woman that thought she was a child? That put an unpleasant sensation in his belly that buffered, but did not eliminate, the current from her touch. 

	“We are on a date,” she said, straightening up suddenly in a way that thrust her impressive breasts forward and made her seem much more mature and in control of the situation. “That’s why you’re buying me dinner.”

	The change in demeanor was almost enough to give him whiplash. Damn he was missing those sunglasses. Would they even be any help here? Clare was so mercurial he doubted that their enchantment would be able to keep up. Had she somehow sensed that her baby-girl act wasn’t working? Or was this the act now? Women, regardless of race, were mindboggling. 

	“Okay,” he said slowly. A date. That was courting. And confusing as she was, the knowledge that she wanted him to court her was deeply satisfying on a very primal level. It brought a grin to his face.

	It was an expression she returned, though he noted her eyeing his tusks. He quickly brought his lips back together. No point terrifying her before anything had even happened. Gods above, was anything going to happen? A man could hope. Football players were supposed to hold positions of high honor at human universities. 

	“So, since we’re now dating,” Clare asked, leaning forward and displaying a hint of her cleavage. “What have I gotten myself into?”

	He could pretend he didn’t know what she was talking about, but they’d both know that was bullshit. And he didn’t want to start a new relationship with a lie. Especially since she clearly had some idea what was going on or she wouldn’t have shown up. She must have been listening in after football practice. How had she gotten the address though? 

	He decided not to look a gift warg in the mouth and not ask. She knew. That was what was important. Just as important was the covenant of secrecy that he had been wordlessly sworn to with his teammates. He was not going to throw them under the bus. 

	“I can’t tell you,” he said. “I hope you’ll forgive me for starting things off with a secret but I am honor bound to hold my silence.” If the others betrayed him that would one thing. This did not seem the sort of thing that they would set up. He’d keep their trust. 

	“Oooh, honor bound,” Clare said. “That sounds sexy.” She stroked her fingers up his arm, sending little shivers through his flesh. 

	He clenched his jaw. She’d gone back to that silly little girl voice but there was nothing childish about the look in her eye or the intent in her touch. Oh yes, something was going to happen tonight. Perhaps the first of many.

	She pulled her hand away as a waitress appeared with their food, setting it down on the table, and then pulling away quickly. Clare considered her salad for a moment, then met his eyes, that same grin back on her face. “I think I know just what we need when you’re honor bound to silence. Drinks.”

	She wanted to get him drunk and make him spill his secrets? Clearly, she didn’t realize how high orcish tolerance for alcohol was. He grinned, not bothering to hide his tusks. “Sounds like a plan.” 

	He got up and navigated his way around the dancefloor toward the bar. The paperweight sat awkward in his pocket, creating a sizeable lump. That wouldn’t do. The weight pulled on his pants and it looked ridiculous. 

	Movement on the dance floor caught his eye. One of the dancers was a lagothrope, a rabbit-blooded therianthrope, sometimes offensively called beastfolk or beastkin. She wore little more than the cheerleaders had that afternoon and was moving for all she was worth. And she could move. She shook her hips, jumped up and down—higher than any of the other female patrons—and twisted about with so much energy that only her evident control made him able to tell that she wasn’t drunk. Judging from the guys crowding around the vigorous beauty, they couldn’t and were hoping to get lucky. Who knew, maybe they would. 

	Trorm hadn’t known many therianthropes back in the Glorious Horde. Those he had known were passionate. A lagothrope, he imagined, would love to be in motion and they were known for their libidos. Especially the bunnygirls. Call any other therianthrope female by an animal name like that, say a catgirl or a foxgirl, and you’d likely get your throat ripped out. Lagothrope women though seemed to actually like it. He’d never understood why. 

	For a moment their eyes met. She grinned at him, seeming to beckon him to the dance floor with her eyes. When he didn’t respond she leapt back into her dancing, spinning around one young man who’d been brave enough to approach her. 

	Trorm shook his head and finished making his way to the bar, the paperweight thumping against his leg with every step. He flagged down the bartender, who mercifully didn’t ask for his ID, and placed their orders. 

	“Do you have any sort of storage back there?” Trorm asked. 

	“What, you mean like, for coats and stuff?” the bartender asked, pouring the wine Clare had asked for. 

	“Or just random crap,” Trorm said. 

	The bartender gave him an odd look. “Nope.”

	With a sigh, Trorm produced a twenty-dollar bill and held it up discreetly with the paperweight. “You sure you can’t keep something back there for me for a few hours?”

	If this was a date, then Clare would want to dance, and dancing wasn’t going to be possible with that hunk of metal swinging around in his pocket ready to hurt someone. It was more than he wanted to spend, but if it got him laid…well, men did stupid things in pursuit of women and he wasn’t going to ruin Clare’s evening when he already owed her. 

	The bartender made the bill vanish and tucked away the paperweight. “I’ll hold it for an hour, then it goes to lost and found.”

	“Two hours,” Trorm said. “Ten dollars per hour.”

	The barkeep shrugged. “Take your chances then.”

	Trorm instead took the drinks presented him and made his way back to the table. Only to find that a group of guys had already descended upon it and were swarming Clare. He growled. Apparently, a man couldn’t leave his date unattended for a moment in this place. Especially not when she looked like Clare. 

	For her part Clare didn’t seem particularly interested in the guys, smiling and nodding politely as they said something that was no doubt idiotic. Arriving at their table, the group went awkwardly silent, glaring at him. He set down the drinks, then offered a hand to Clare. “Dance with me.”

	Grinning, she took his hand and followed him to the dancefloor, leaving the stunned young men behind. Some said some very rude words under their breath. If Trorm had been one of his brothers he’d have turned around and made the little shit swallow his teeth. Fortunately for both of them, Trorm wasn’t one of his brothers, and he knew a much better way to get revenge. 

	He led Clare to the dancefloor and as the next song came on, they began to move. Only the bunnygirl rivaled them in energy or passion. They danced and moved to the music, Clare beaming, faces growing sweaty. 

	“I didn’t know you knew how to dance!” Clare practically bounced in his arms as the song ended. 

	Trorm had suspected that when it came to human women that many cultural misunderstandings could be forgiven or overlooked if he knew how to dance, so he’d made it a point to learn how. He matched her grin. Clearly, he’d been right. 

	The next song came on and they started again. Clare drew closer and closer to him, practically pushing herself into him as they moved. Her dancing was almost sexual, skirting that line between sexy and slutty. Trorm didn’t know or care which side of that line opinion fell. She was dancing with him. 

	They spun and he caught a glimpse of the bunnygirl, deftly dancing with three different partners at once. He blinked. That was damn impressive, the way she was able to keep rhythm with all three simultaneously. 

	“Got a thing for bunnygirls, huh?” Clare asked, pressing in close. 

	How was he supposed to answer that? He didn’t have a preference for lagothrope women, that lagothrope woman was simply eye-grabbing. She was just so vibrant and unrestrained. Trorm almost felt a sense of something akin to envy. Unrestrained was not an adjective that he would be able to apply to himself so long as he was an exchange student among the humans. 

	He shrugged. “She’s a good dancer.” 

	Clare giggled but her eyes narrowed. What did that mean? 

	“It’s rude to look at other girls while you’re out on a date,” she whispered, drawing in close, pressing her body fully against his and going up on tiptoe. She still couldn’t reach his ear to whisper into it and her lips instead brushed against his neck. He wanted her. Wanted to grab her, run from the Wild Hoop with her tossed over his shoulder, and ravish her in the back of her own car. He could imagine how she’d feel under him, her skin against his…she was still talking.

	With an effort, he made himself focus on her words. “You’re in my debt now. But I know how you can make it up to me.”

	Debt huh? He had a few ideas about how he could show his gratitude. 

	“Tell me what you were doing when I picked you up?” She whispered. “Why were you there?”

	Trorm blinked. That had not been what he’d been expecting. 

	“I told you,” he said. “I’m honor-bound to silence.”

	She pulled back, lips turned down in a pout. Was it supposed to be cute or convey genuine anger? Was this a human woman thing or was this a Clare Blanchard thing? Frozen hells but he wished he had his sunglasses. Any help would be good. 

	Abruptly Trorm became aware of his surroundings. Somehow, they’d ended up on the very edge of the dancefloor, almost off of it actually, and there was someone standing behind him. Releasing Clare, he spun about, expecting to find one of the young men who had been hitting on her earlier ready to exact revenge for whatever slight he’d perceived from Trorm’s actions. 

	Instead he found himself face to face with an older man in a suit coat and jeans. His head was shaved though he had a goatee and mustache, and thick, black-rimmed glasses. Something about the man’s posture suggested he was used to being in charge and Trorm didn’t need his sunglasses to know that the expression on his face was unamused. 

	It took him a moment to place that face because it was twofold familiar, though Trorm knew he had never met this man before. And then it clicked. It was firstly familiar because Arlen and this man shared the same cheekbones. It was secondly familiar because he’d seen this man’s picture on the internet when he’d been researching earlier that day. 

	Professor Ismael Hunt had found him. 

	Calm. He had to keep calm. 

	At the very least he had a cover story. Clare could vouch for him and say that they’d been out here on their date if Professor Hunt demanded to know where he’d been. A quick glance over his shoulder however made him do a doubletake. 

	Clare Blanchard was gone. 

	

	Chapter Six
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	Trorm was sent mentally reeling. Focus. If he lost control of himself it could be the death of all he had worked for. Clare was gone. Professor Hunt was here. He had no idea why either thing had happened and was just as sure that if he stood there gaping like an idiot it would bite him on the ass.

	Surprise. He could show surprise. That wouldn’t give anything away. And ignorance. He should plead that for as long as he possibly could. What about stupidity? The orcish stereotype humans loved so much. He could probably get out of a lot with that. Only this man was going to be one of his professors. Not one that he’d seek a mentorship with, but an influential figure at the Academy of Arcane Ascension. Convincing him that Trorm was stupid could backfire in so many spectacular ways. 

	Not to mention the act would be demeaning. And speaking of acting, the longer he stood there doing nothing, the stranger he looked. While there was a time and place to keep one’s mouth shut, if he was to plead ignorance convincingly, it couldn’t be here. 

	“Who’re you?” Trorm said brusquely. “You scared off my date.”

	That earned him a raised eyebrow. 

	“My name is Dr. Ismael Hunt,” the man said. “I’m a professor at the Academy of Arcane Ascension. I believe you attend there. I also believe that you have something of mine.”

	That was straightforward. 

	“I’ve never met you before,” Trorm said, making his tone more respectful. Then added, “Sir.”

	Dr. Hunt gave a slow, appreciative nod, but didn’t look away. “You are Trorm Coldstorm, yes?”

	Trorm nodded. 

	“Where have you been tonight?”

	Trorm’s mind froze. He’d been intending to say that he’d been out with Clare but that wasn’t an option now. And he couldn’t do anything to jeopardize Arlen and the others. Something clicked in his mind. This was a loyalty test. Dr. Hunt was in on it as Arlen’s father. The other players wanted to learn if he was trustworthy or not. 

	What was his alibi then?

	“Trorm!” 

	Both Trorm and Dr. Hunt turned to find the scantily clad lagothrope bouncing off the dancefloor and right into Trorm’s side. She snuggled underneath his arm and fit there nicely. “Who’s your friend, Honey?” she asked. 

	Honey? That was a human endearment wasn’t it? Strange to call someone bee waste. How had she known his name?

	Dr. Hunt gave her and him both a speculative look. “Dr. Ismael Hunt, from the Academy of Arcane Ascension. Who might you be miss?”

	“Ooh, a doctor. Wait, you must be super smart if you work at the arcane academy. Well, I guess you said you’re a doctor so you’d have to be smart.” She beamed at him, revealing a slight overbite and front teeth just a bit too large to be typical for a human girl. One long ear twitched. “I’m Winnie.”

	“A pleasure, Winnie,” Dr. Hunt said slowly, as if processing what he was seeing. Trorm still wasn’t sure what was happening himself. “Mr. Coldstorm, please, where have you been this evening?”

	“Oh, I can tell you that,” Winnie exclaimed, bouncing up and down, still pressed to Trorm’s side. The feel of it was both pleasing and distracting. “He’s been dancing with me! Before that we were hanging out with some other guys from the football team. Erik, Wilbur, Arlen—you know, Arlen ‘Hellhound’ Hunt? Wait, you guys have the same last name that is so cool!” 

	Dr. Hunt made a smile that once again Trorm couldn’t identify. Those were supposed to convey happiness. This was not a happy smile. “Arlen is my son.”

	“Oh wow! Tell him I am suuuper sorry about pulling Trorm away but I just had to get him to myself for a while.” She tilted her head, nose twitching as she smiled. “You know how it is between boys and girls. Lady of Fertility I totally love college.”

	That had Trorm’s cheeks flushing with heat. And unless he missed his guess, Winnie had caused the same reaction in Dr. Hunt. The man’s cheeks had a slightly reddened look about them. 

	“I see,” Dr. Hunt said, then made a quick gesture with his left hand. The watch there glittered for a moment. No, not a watch at all, Trorm realized. It was a casting implement. Like his staff. He only caught a glimpse of ruins where there should be numerals and a circle within the face, but there was no mistaking what that watch was. 

	And that meant that Dr. Hunt had just cast a spell over him. Judging from the sudden scowl that followed it must not have worked. Either that or…he was trying to see if Trorm had his stupid paper weight on him. The spell hadn’t not worked, it simply hadn’t told the wizard what he wanted to know. 

	“I apologize for interrupting your date,” Dr. Hunt said, scowl vanishing. “And look forward to having you in my class, Mr. Coldstorm.”

	Trorm nodded. “Dr. Hunt.”

	The wizard left and Trorm could breathe again. Doing so reminded him of the warm and curvy presence against his side. 

	“Not that I’m ungrateful for your help,” Trorm said, looking down. “But…who are you?”

	Her ears fell. “I’m Winnie! We didn’t get to introduce ourselves when we met earlier because Clare was hogging your attention like the greedy bitch she is.” She said this last with a grin, like it wasn’t really an insult. 

	“I didn’t know you and Clare knew each other,” he said. That put the teasing on the dancefloor into a new light. Were these two playing some kind of game with him as well?

	“Hard not to,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “We cheer together—oh! That’s why you don’t recognize me. I was totally wearing a giant horsehead before!” She laughed.

	Horse head? Then it dawned on him. “You’re the mascot from practice!” 

	She grinned and nodded, making her ears bob. “Temporary mascot. The last one broke his leg, so I’m filling in until we get a replacement. It’s kind of fun because it’s different but I don’t think I want to do it long term because it’s so hot and half the fun is knowing that I’m actually a sexy cheerleader underneath and if I become the mascot fulltime, well, then I wouldn’t be a sexy cheerleader underneath anymore. I’d just be sexy underneath.” 

	Trorm blinked. The girl could talk a mile a minute. Not that he minded. Unlike with Clare, every word coming from her seemed utterly genuine. It made her more real. He got the sense that her fast talking and enthusiasm had a lot of people thinking she was less intelligent than she was, just like they assumed about him because he was an orc. 

	“Okay,” he said slowly. “But why did you help me out?”

	“Because that’s what Scrolwerd Stallions do,” she said as if it were obvious. “We help each other. Besides, Clare totally ditched you and I call finders keepers.” 

	Finders keepers? Was she laying some sort of claim on him?

	“Also,” she said with a grin. “You looked like a really good dancer.”

	 

	~

	 

	The alarm went off a second after Trorm’s head hit the pillow. He knew that couldn’t be right though because there was horrible stinging sunlight glaring in through his window, meaning that it wasn’t nighttime anymore. Dancing with Winnie had worked him out harder than football practice and he was glad that he didn’t have it that morning. 

	He’d recovered the stolen paperweight from the barkeep and walked her to her dorm, earning a quick kiss and her phone number. She’d made him promise to call or text. Texting had always seemed like a waste of time to him. It also seemed like something human girls liked though, so perhaps lest wasteful than he’d initially deemed it. Trying not to overthink it, he grabbed his phone from the bedside table and sent Winnie a quick text that said “Good morning.”

	He got back a long chain of heart and happy face emojis. Apparently, she agreed with him. He set the phone down and discovered his sunglasses resting beside where he’d picked it up. A sticky note was attached to their arms. 

	Fixed these and improved their enchantment. I based the upgrade on a videogame. Hope you like dating sims!

	 –A

	PS: Thanks for saving us

	He wasn’t sure that he could honestly say that he’d saved them. He had his sunglasses back though and he hurried to put them on. The morning sunlight was starting to give him a headache. They fit the same, so there was that. Here was hoping Abigail hadn’t gotten too creative wither improvements. 

	A knock sounded on the bedroom door. 

	He answered it to find a resolute looking Lilian on the other side, already dressed in jeans and a lilac t-shirt. 

	 

	Lilian Madden

	Gender: Female. 

	Emotion: RESOLVED. 

	Interest Level: 3

	 

	Interest level? What the hell was that about? That number jumped from 3 to 4 as he watched it and the emotion changed as well. IMPRESSED. AROUSED. EMBARASSED.

	Trorm quit focusing on the readout to discover Lilian’s face had turned deep red. She was staring at his chest. He glanced down. 

	Trorm slept in his boxers and hadn’t bothered changing into anything before opening the door. He stood there, near nude, in all his green, muscled glory. Surely, she hadn’t expected him to dishonor her if whatever she required was so urgent it required knocking on his door this early by making her wait while he put on day clothes?

	“Um,” she said, opening and closing her mouth. Her eyes finally pulled away from his muscles and fixed on his face. AMUSED. She burst out laughing. 

	“Did you wear your sunglasses to sleep?” she asked, glancing back and forth between them and his boxer shorts. 

	“The light from the window hurt my eyes,” he said. Humans were weird about pain. He had the feeling though that admitting his weaknesses or discomforts in this house would go a long way toward making Lilian and Trisha more comfortable around him. So long as it didn’t turn into whining. 

	The laughter died out and Lilian’s face became solemn. EMBARASSED. ASHAMED. “I apologize. I didn’t think of that.” 

	He shrugged. “No problem.”

	She bit her lip, suddenly looking years younger. The emotional readout on the sunglasses didn’t change. “I owe you another apology as well.”

	“You do?”

	“Yes,” she said, standing straight and meeting his eyes. DETERMINED. “I judged you without knowing you and condemned you based on stereotype. I am very protective of my family. That is not an excuse but I offer it as explanation. Thank you for keeping them safe when I could not. I am sorry for how I treated you. Please accept my apology.”

	She spoke with the formality of someone who had rehearsed their words very carefully. Either she did not trust herself to speak honestly or she very much wanted her specific message to be conveyed. 

	“You are welcome,” he said. “Apology accepted.”

	RELEIF. 

	 

	Interest Level: 5.

	

	Suddenly her face fell. CONFUSED. ANGRY. BETRAYED.

	 

	Interest Level: 4.

	

	“What is that I sense coming from your room?” she demanded. “It’s foul.”

	“Sense?” He sniffed the air. He hadn’t been there long enough to build up a collection of dirty laundry and he was careful about his own hygiene. That would definitely not be a stereotype he played into. 

	“I’m a paladin,” she said, glaring at him. “Chosen by Thodos. I can detect the presence of evil and there is something in your room that reeks of it.”

	Trorm shook his head. “No idea what that is.” 

	A paladin? That would explain the weaponry and her relationship with the local authorities. They were probably grateful to have such a powerful warrior assisting them. 

	STRUGGLING. Her face contorted and she chewed her lip. The expression was actually kind of cute. It probably would have been cuter if he wasn’t a little worried that she might proclaim him dangerous to the nation and its people. Her words would carry a lot of weight.

	“I misjudged you before,” she said. “So, I will reserve judgement now. Whatever it is that you are into or doing, be very careful. I’ll be keeping an eye out, both for you and on you.”

	She left him standing there shaking his head. A paladin? Impressive. Strange too. He closed the door and nearly did a doubletake when he checked his phone again. 

	He was late!

	

Chapter Seven
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	Trorm barely made it to class before attendance was finished being taken. The old man at the front of the classroom practically screamed wizard professor with his cloud of white hair, tweed jacket, spectacles, and wand. He eyed Trorm as he entered and checked a document on the desk before him. “You must be Mr. Coldstorm.” 

	

	Professor Darryl Lancaster

	Sex: Male

	Emotion: IRRITATED.

	Interest Level: 0

	 

	“Yes, sir,” Trorm said. “That’s me.”

	“From now on you will be five minutes early to each of my classes,” the old wizard said. “Or it will be reflected in your grade. Near tardiness on your first day of class.” He shook his head. “I expect better from all of you.”

	Trorm felt something inside himself wilt and die. He’d very much wanted to make a strong first impression on his new mentors. 

	The wizard gestured toward an empty seat at the back and Trorm made his way through the desks to his new position. He was easily the tallest person in the classroom and the only orc present. Not that he’d expected otherwise. He had expected to find a slightly more diverse class, however. He counted two elves and a half-elf in the class of easily thirty students. No therianthropes or gnomes. He hadn’t expected any goblins. 

	He wasn’t sure how to feel about this. The only nonhumans in the class were of a race with a terrible history with his own people. Elves and orcs had a long and complicated history. Had this been an elven nation, he would have never been allowed past the border, let alone into one of their schools. Of course, the same applied to the Glorious Horde. 

	The Glorious Horde and the Alliance of Free and Independent Groves were technically at peace and had been for the last ten years. The truth of the matter was that they were locked in a cold war and that it was primarily because Aflana had put severe trade limitations on both. The Confederation had done well for itself during the war and grown strong selling to both sides. 

	Eventually someone had protested that the war was wrong, which made no sense to Trorm, and Aflana had put all of its newly grown and considerable might into ending the conflict. Setting itself up nicely as a world power and center for trade in the process. Trorm suspected that was the real reason behind the humans interceding in a war that didn’t involve them. 

	The presence of the elves didn’t exactly make Trorm uncomfortable, but he would have liked it better if there’d been a wider range of diversity among the classroom instead of just him and his people’s traditional enemies. 

	The professor reviewed the syllabus. This was Spell Theory 1301. It was required for every student of the arcane academy in their first semester and was largely a project-based class. There would be four projects throughout the semester, each done with the same group. Groups would be determined that day. Each project was worth one fifth of their grade and a report from their groupmates would comprise the remaining one fifth. 

	“Unless,” said Professor Lancaster. “You are like Mr. Coldstorm and are late. If you are consistently late or miss my class, your grade will reflect my displeasure. I assure you, I do not enjoy being here this early any more than you do. If I must suffer, you will suffer with me.”

	He held up the document he’d been referencing earlier, which Trorm now realized was a class roster, and proceeded to cut it up and drop the names into a hat. Trorm scowled. Where had the hat come from? One moment the desk before the professor was empty and the next a hat was simply there, waiting to accept the scraps of paper. 

	“I will be drawing your names from here to assign you to your groups,” Professor Lancaster said, turning around to his whiteboard. “Before I do that, however, I want you to have a simple understanding of the project that I am requiring you to undertake.”

	His handwriting was long and loopy as he wrote out three words on the white board: Original Spell Template.

	That earned several sharp intakes of breath, including one from Trorm. Wizards learned to cast spells quickly by learning pre-created spell templates, from which all manner of modifications could be added. They were the core of advanced spellcraft, elevating wizards from warlocks and hedge witches. 

	“Your team will have four weeks to create an original spell template. Nothing copied. Purely original. I will not expect it to lay the foundation for anything complex. But your fellow students and I must be able to craft at least three different spells using it.”

	That got another series of excited mutters. 

	“I see that you understand the gravity of your task,” Professor Lancaster continued. “That’s why after assigning you your groups I will be dismissing class. You are to coordinate with your group members the best times to meet up and work over the allotted period of time. You will want to meet as often as possible. This is not an easy task.”

	No kidding, Trorm thought. The man must be trying to sift the strong from the weak with this project. He doubted that half the class would make it through. 

	“Without further ado,” Professor Lancaster said, and began drawing names from the hat and putting them in groups of three. 

	The names were always drawn in groups of three and read off quickly. Group One. Group Two. Group Three.

	Trorm’s name was called out at the start of Group Six, followed quickly by Tibroth Jones and Nymal Torquinal. Trorm blinked. Tibroth and Nymal? Those were elvish names. He glanced at the two elves in the class. One of them had crossed her arms and was looking decidedly put out. 

	But Jones was a human name. His eyes found the half-elf, who looked like he was about to double over laughing, though he kept a fist to his mouth to keep from making a sound. Trorm didn’t understand what was so funny. As soon as the groups finished being formed, the elf, who Trorm figured to be Nymal, stood up from her chair and marched over to the professor. Her voice was a whisper but her tone was unmistakably angry. 

	Trorm rolled his eyes. He wasn’t thrilled about working with an elf anymore than she was about working with him. And a half-elf as well, for that matter. He wasn’t going to make a scene over it though. 

	 The half-elf, Tibroth, stood, but instead of going to the professor, he made his way over to Trorm and extended a hand. “Tibroth Jones,” he said. “But everyone calls me Tibs.”

	Tibs was, Trorm found himself reluctantly admitting, cool. He kept his bronze hair stylishly spiked and wore a leather jacket, but it was the way he carried himself, his casual ease and confidence, that worked for him. Tibs would have been tall by elf standards and very nearly short for a human. Trorm nearly a foot taller than him. But the half-elf stood like he was ten feet tall with all the swagger of an all-star athlete. 

	Trorm found himself grinning, baring his tusks as he took his classmate’s hand. “Trorm.”

	“Trorm,” said Tibs, as if trying it out. “Trorm. Like storm but with a T-R sound. Dig it. You here for the wizarding program?”

	Trorm nodded. “You?”

	“Oh, hell no,” Tibs said waving his hand. “I’m a bard. This is all supplementary for me.” He grinned. “My band’s called Bananas Eating Monkeys. We’re playing at a frat party tonight for the Sigma something or others. I’ll shoot you the info. Bring a date and tell them Tibs asked you to come.”

	Trorm felt his grin widen. “I’ll do that.”

	“Parties?” said a voice. “Really? We have a project like this dropped in our laps on the first day of school and you two are talking about parties?” Trorm glanced over to find Nymal had approached them. Her head was tossed back, her long blonde hair hanging like a curtain behind her as she appeared to give into despair. “I’ve been paired with a couple of slackers and morons. I’m going to fail this class.”

	 

	Nymal Torquinal

	Gender: Female

	Emotion: FRUSTRATED. 

	Interest Level: 1

	 

	“I assure you, I am not a slacker,” said Trorm, standing up. He towered over the diminutive elf. His next words came out almost a growl. “And I am not a moron.”

	She pursed her lips. Then nodded. “I apologize. That was uncalled for. But we have so much to do! Come on, it’s early enough we can get a carrel at the library. We can layout our schedule there and layout our strategy.” 

	“Sounds like a plan,” Trorm said, making his way to the door, then stopping. Tibs was clearly alright, but Nymal was his teammate too. He should make an effort to be polite and work with her. He stepped back from the door and gestured for her to go through. “Ladies first.”

	Nymal and Tibs stopped dead. 

	Nymal’s face turned scarlet. Tibs brought his fist up to cover his mouth. Out of the corner of his eye, Trorm noticed the other elf looking scandalized. 

	Making a little sound that very well might have been a growl, Nymal stormed past and out into the hall. HURT. AFRAID. ANGRY.

	Trorm looked to Tibs. “What did I do?”

	The laughter died from Tibs’ face. “You mean that wasn’t on purpose?”

	“What?”

	Tibs shook his head. “Okay, listen. You know how orcs have certain stereotypes?”

	“Yeah.”

	“So do elves. And one of the most insulting things you can do is call a male elf a woman,” Tibs said. 

	Trorm vaguely recalled hearing something like that once. “Okay, I’ll keep that in mind. But what did I do?”

	Tibs shook his head. “Dude. Nymal’s a guy.” 

	“Huh?” That couldn’t be right. 

	Tibs guided him out into the hallway and they followed Nymal at a distance. As they went, Trorm took of his sunglasses and checked them for damage. He put them back on and looked at Tibs. 

	 

	Tibroth “Tibs” Jones

	Gender: Male

	Emotion: AMUSED.

	Interest Level: 0

	 

	They seemed to be working just fine. “Weird. The enchantment on these sunglasses say she’s a woman. I mean, he’s a woman.” Trorm shook his head. “I am not off to a good start today.”

	Tibs laughed. “Probably best not to rely too heavily on enchantment cheats when it comes to personal interaction, ya know. People are way more complex than even the most advanced spells.”

	“That’s surprisingly deep,” Trorm said.

	Tibs slapped a hand to his own chest. “Surprisingly? I happen to be a bard of great and still growing renown. It would be surprising if I didn’t have something to—oh hey Mary!”

	A cute girl with curly hair stepped in front of them, grabbed Tibs by his leather jacket, and pulled him into a scorching kiss. She whispered something into his ear and then kept on going as if nothing had happened. 

	Tibs grinned up at Trorm. “See? I am an awesome bard.”

	“I think I hate you just a little right now,” Trorm said.

	Tibs laughed. “Only a little?”

	Trorm grinned. “Wait until you meet my date tonight.”



Chapter Eight
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	Arlen and the others were supposed to meet Trorm at the Sigma Kai Epsilon party, which was being held in a rented-out warehouse that had been designed specifically to host the “sickest” of college parties. He would give them the silly paperweight, be done with their trial, and earn his new war name. More importantly he would secure his place among his fellow teammates. 

	Not to mention actually getting to enjoy the party. He and Winnie made their way up to the warehouse from where their Uber driver had dropped them off. Winnie looked like a vision. A sexy, sensual vision in a dangerously short dress with a low back and heels that did wonderful things to her legs and ass. He knew she knew he was watching her. They both knew the other enjoyed it. 

	A part of him had been afraid that she’d say no when he’d asked her to come with him. She was a cheerleader and clearly not hurting for options. Also, she was gorgeous. Not just because she was a lagothrope, although bunnygirls rarely went without male attention, but because there was simply something about her. An energy that screamed her love for life. 

	But she’d said yes and now he was arriving with her on his arm, the paperweight in a small satchel, and his staff in his free hand. He gave her another look as they approached the doors. 

	 

	Winnie Zamora

	Gender: Female

	Emotion: HAPPY

	Interest Level: 9

	 

	He wished he had a greater sense of context for the interest levels. What was the scale? Without knowing that, the numbers were all but arbitrary. Were they even accurate? Tibs had a good point about trusting enchantments when it came to interacting with other people. Even so, it was reassuring to know that she was happy to be there with him. 

	She looked up at him and her gaze momentarily took on a sultry cast. AMOROUS. 

	Trorm swallowed. She laughed and bounced up and down against him. “This party is going to be amazing!” 

	They were stopped at the door by a tall young man in a suit. Not so tall as Trorm but few human men were. He was clearly a frat brother and asked after their invitations. 

	“Tibs told me to say we’re with him,” Trorm said. 

	The frat brother grinned. “He said you were coming. Players are always welcome at our events. Kegs are in the back.” He gave the back of each of their hands a stamp. “Though since you’re underaged you might want to stick to the bar where they have soda and stuff.” He said this with a grin that Trorm could quite read. 

	CONSPIRATORIAL the glasses supplied. Trorm grinned back. He was fairly sure they couldn’t have told him that before. He’d have to thank Abigail for fixing them. And ask about that interest level thing. What did dating sims have to do with her repair work?

	The band was still getting set up on stage, Tibs among them, when they walked in. Winnie let out an excited yell and practically dragged Trorm over to them. “It’s Bananas Eating Monkeys! It’s Bananas Eating Monkeys!” 

	Tibs looked up and waved at them. “Hey Trorm!”

	Winnie pulled up with a gasp, looking from Tibs to Trorm. “You really are friends with the lead singer? I thought that was just a line to get me to come out with you.”

	Trorm cocked his head. “I wouldn’t lie to you to get you to go out with me. I try not to lie at all. Think my life might be easier if I did.”

	Her interest level changed from 9 to 10. She grinned and leaned into him. “Don’t change that.”

	“Now that’s a first,” Tibs said, walking up to them. 

	“What is?” Trorm asked. 

	Tibs held up his hands, as if making an offering. “Normally girls don’t stop looking at me when their dates bring them by.” He flashed a grin. “Gives me hope for love, seeing y’all.”

	A pair of girls skipped up to them, both curvaceous with dark hair and eyes. They clearly weren’t siblings but they’d dressed alike. Each took one of Tibs’ arms and pulled herself to him, planting a kiss on his cheek. 

	“Who’re your friends, Tibs?” asked the one on the right.

	“I’m Winnie,” Winnie said beaming. 

	“That’s Winnie,” Tibs said with a teasing grin. “And this is our future star quarterback and wizard extraordinaire, Trorm Coldstorm.”

	Trorm nodded in greeting. “Love huh?”

	Tibs gave an unapologetic grin. “It comes in many shapes and flavors my friend. Don’t dismiss it because mine looks different from yours.”

	Trorm laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

	“Speaking of different though, what the hell’s with the staff? You got a neat party trick or something?”

	“Or something,” Trorm said. Last night he’d felt naked without it having to undergo the trio’s ritual. Bringing it would have been a mistake. He knew that. It didn’t mean that he hadn’t keenly felt its absence. And in the back of his mind he couldn’t help but remember the attack on the Roaring Stag. Would they all have survived if he hadn’t brought his staff with him? 

	It didn’t warrant consideration. He had brought the staff. They had survived. He had brought the staff again. If he needed it, he would have it. 

	Except that dancing with it quickly proved impossible as the night wore on. Winnie took it from him and did an improvised pole dance that had the entire crowd cheering and left Trorm wanting to rip off her dress and have her right behind the warehouse. Only honor held him back. This was their first date. As he understood it, a sexual act between them this night would dishonor Winnie. He would not be the one to do that to her, no matter how badly he wanted her. 

	They left the dancefloor together to stow his staff and satchel. The longer Trorm held onto that thing, the more idiotic he felt. Who kept a bag on them at a party? Even women put away their purses. 

	As they pulled away, they ran into a familiar face. Clare’s outfit wasn’t as daring in cut as Winnie’s. It made up for this by being incredibly tight, leaving absolutely no detail to the imagination. She looked good.

	“Hi Trorm,” she said with a smile. Her eyes fell on Winnie and the smile faltered. 

	 

	Clare Blanchard

	Gender: Female

	Emotion: CONFUSED

	Interest Level: 6

	 

	Trorm resisted the urge to scowl. What did she have to be confused about?

	“Hey, Clare,” Winnie said, tilting her head. The slight gesture was made almost dramatic and utterly adorable by her long ears. 

	“What happened last night?” Trorm asked bluntly. 

	Clare’s face became confused. “Last night?”

	“Yeah, at the Wild Hoop,” Trorm said. “We were dancing and then you ditched me when Dr. Hunt showed up.”

	Clare shook her head. “I wasn’t at the Wild Hoop last night. A sorority sister was having her bachelorette party. I told her she should have waited for the weekend but there was some kind of significance to the date.” She leaned in conspiratorially. “I think it’s when she lost her cherry.”

	What did fruit have to do with anything? “We went on a date. I bought you dinner and wine. We danced. You vanished.”

	HURT. ANGRY. “I don’t know what or who,” she looked pointedly at Winnie, “You did last night at the Wild Hoop. But it wasn’t me.” She spun on her heel and marched off. 

	“I think I offended her,” Trorm said. 

	“Probably,” Winnie said sagely. “I saw her there with you though, so that bachelorette thing’s got to be, like, total bullshit. Right?”

	Trorm wasn’t so sure. The sunglasses had said that she was genuinely confused. Then again they’d also said that Nymal was a girl, so maybe Abigail’s “upgrades” weren’t all they were cracked up to be. 

	He found the coat check and, with some reluctance, handed over his staff and bag. Or started to. 

	“Bro, I thought for sure you’d be toast,” Arlen shouted, throwing his arms wide. “Trorm Disaster Coldstorm. Fucking badass, man. Fucking badass. What’s with the sunglasses at night?”

	Erik, Wilbur, and Arlen stood next to them, big grins on their faces. SURPRISED. PLEASED. HAPPY.

	“Where’d you guys go?” Trorm asked, ignoring Arlen’s question. “I got out and you’d disappeared.”

	“Like shadows in the fucking night, man,” Arlen said. PROUD.

	“Sorry, we saw lights come on and got the fuck out,” Erik said. “Thought you’d been caught. Figured you’d turn on us, you know?”

	“I’ll try not to be offended by that,” Trorm said. 

	“Don’t worry,” Winnie said, smiling up at them. “Dr. Hunt showed up at the Wild Hoop asking all these questions but Trorm swept me up and told him we’d been on a date.” She flashed a grin. “I might’ve mentioned we were hanging out with you earlier, just so we like, keep our stories straight.” 

	“How the hells did you get Winnie to go out with you?” Wilbur asked. “Winnie, baby, what the hell?”

	Winnie shrugged and with a completely innocent smile said, “He’s like, got a way bigger dick than you.”

	Trorm choked. Erik and Arlen burst out laughing. 

	Wilbur sputtered for a moment, then shook his head. “That’s fucking cold, girl.”

	Winnie’s grin widened. “Learn to dance and keep your mouth shut.” She looked up at Trorm. “Wilbur and most of the other players like to brag about their slut count.” She glanced over at the trio. “That’s what you call it, right?”

	Arlen nodded. “Now we check our Ho Bags, you know. See how many ho’s we bag.”

	“Right.” She gave Trorm a meaningful look. 

	“I just checked the only bag I’ve got,” he said. 

	She grinned. 

	“That bag wouldn’t happen to have a certain something in it,” Arlen asked eagerly, almost leaning forward, as if he might be able to lean around Trorm and see whatever the paperweight through the bags. EXCITED. EAGER.

	“I did,” Trorm said, to the applause of his peers. He turned around and requested his bag back. A moment later, he drew out the paperweight. The brass horsehead gleamed in the light. It gleamed a little too brightly, it seemed. 

	“And what is going on over here?” asked a familiar feminine voice. 

	Lilian stood next to them, not at all dressed for a party. She wore jeans, a t-shirt, and combat boots. Her sword was collapsed at her hip. 

	“Returning some property,” Trorm said, looking meaningfully at Arlen. “This is your father’s, isn’t it?”

	Lilian looked surprised. More shocking though, was that the other three did as well. 

	“Dude,” Wilbur exclaimed, turning on Arlen. “You didn’t say that was your Dad’s place.”

	“That item is radiating an aura of darkness,” Lilian said. “As a paladin of Thodos I demand an explanation.

	Wilbur bolted. 

	Trorm watched him go. Apparently, he was not one to be trusted. What of the other two?

	Arlen’s face had gone totally impassive. CALCULATING. A second later he looked to Trorm. “You’re living with her, aren’t you?” He shook his head. “I had hopes for you, Trorm. I really did. But I guess you can’t be trusted, Froggy.”

	He and Erik turned and walked away. 

	“Stop right there,” Lilian demanded. 

	“No,” Arlen said over his shoulder as he kept walking. “You might have some deal with the city cops, but not campus police. Barring divine intervention, you can fuck off.”

	Trorm sighed, then turned his attention to Lilian. She was staring after the departing duo, teeth clenched. He didn’t need his sunglasses to tell him she was angry. Trorm was pretty angry himself. 

	“What was that?” he asked. 

	She glanced at him. “Oh, come on, they were obviously setting you up. What did they have you do, steal that?”

	“It belongs to Arlen’s father,” Trorm said. “He was in on it. It was a test of loyalty. There was never any real danger.”

	Lilian’s expression barely changed. EMBARASSED. 

	“You just told the entire football team that I’m not trustworthy,” Trorm said. “It’s already an uphill fight for me. Does my being here offend you that much?”

	Lilian visibly ground her teeth a moment. “No. No it does not. I’m sorry.” She turned and walked away. 

	Winnie looked from her to Trorm. “Okay, that was weird, right?”

	He nodded. “More than a little.” 

	“Okay, well it could be worse,” she said. 

	“It could?”

	“Yeah.” She beamed at him. “You could be here without a smoking hot date who wants to dance and make out with you. Come on, let’s hit the dance floor.”

	Trorm grinned, stowed the bag again, and followed her out to the dance floor. They danced. He caught sight of Lilian a couple of times, leaning against a wall like she was intending to hold it up and glaring at everyone. 

	Winnie was wild, dancing and moving with boundless energy. At the same time though, she followed his lead. Trorm was a reasonably good dancer. Winnie was spectacular. That she allowed him to lead and didn’t trade off for other dance partners, said a lot. She looked up at him with smoldering eyes as Tibs and Bananas Eating Monkeys started up a slow song.

	“Those sunglasses,” she said softly, only just loud enough to be heard over the music as she held his eyes and swayed with him. “They’ve got some kind of enchantment, right?”

	He nodded. “They help me understand emotions and facial expressions.” 

	She went up on her toes. “What are they telling you about me right now?”

	 

	Winnie Zamora

	Gender: Female

	Emotion: Infatuated. Hopeful. Eager.

	Interest Level: 10

	 

	He leaned forward. Their lips touched.

	Every door and window to the warehouse exploded inward with slimy, tentacled monkey-beasts.
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	The assailants screeched, flinging slime every which direction along with broken glass and debris from the door all over the party goers. Screams erupted throughout the warehouse and pandemonium ensued. Everyone tried to make for whatever exit they could but were completely boxed in by the mucus covered assailants. Tentacles covered with barbs and fanged maws ripped and tore into flesh and screams of panic turned into cries of agony. 

	Trorm grabbed Winnie and shoved his way through the churning crowd, using his considerable size and strength to push through. If he could just get to his staff, he could cast reliable evocation spells. Trying to unleash a bolt of lightning in a room this crowded without a focusing tool could kill more people than the damn monkey things. 

	One of the tentacled simians flew through the air right for him and he caught it in the face with a sickening crunch that sent pain flaring through his knuckles. The monkey-thing’s head doubled over backwards as it was thrown away. It was up a second later, the blunt force trauma seeming to have only limited effect, but it chose to go after less volatile prey, throwing itself at another, closer party goer. 

	Trorm pushed free of thickest middle of the crowd and found himself and Winnie facing nearly a dozen of the creatures. The nearest one hissed, baring its fangs, tentacles flailing about as it crawled forward on its knuckles. A light shown off to the side, drawing the attention of every one of the monkey creatures in the room. Trorm squinted instinctively, shielding his eyes, only to discover that this light didn’t hurt. He soon discovered why. 

	Lilian stood before a group of partiers, sword held high, divine light spilling from her over them and the attackers. Several wounded people’s injuries suddenly closed and the nearest monkey-things scurried back, their flesh smoking where the light had touched them. She really was a paladin it seemed. 

	The enemy’s fallback was short lived. At some unheard signal, nearly every one of the beasts surged forward on her position, falling upon Lilian like a wave of mucus. She struck with her sword, her moves expert and precise and leaving a burning trail of white in the blade’s passing. The weapon parted the assailant’s flesh like butter. But there were too many of them and several attacks came through, scoring strikes upon her legs and arms, even as their brethren died. 

	Not all of the eldritch horrors had gone after Lilian. Several pulled away, rushing at Trorm while still more hurled themselves in the same direction he fled with Winnie. Were they trying to keep him from reaching his staff? He couldn’t let that happen. 

	With a grunt of effort, he wove a spell, tossing a small fireball at the monkey nearest the coat check. The spell drove back the nearest attackers only to fizzle out as it struck its intended target. He hadn’t been able to put too much power into it lest he set the building on fire and had failed to overcome the slimian’s innate resistance to magic from this dimension. 

	Hurt or no, the creature he struck suddenly whirled on him. 

	He released Winnie. “Run.” 

	She darted away and he charged forward with a war cry. “Coldstorm!”

	Trorm was grateful for his years of football practice. He lowered his shoulder and broke through their offense. He screamed as barbs and fangs ripped through his flesh but he shook the beasts off and ran onward, actually running over one of the creatures and crushing its head underfoot with a wet crunch that splattered his lower leg with gore and slime. 

	He dove. Grabbed his staff from where it was propped up. Heard a sound behind him and spun. 

	One of the simian beasts fell out of the air before Winnie, who stood just behind it armed with a slime-spattered folding chair which she had just used to brain the creature from behind. From the look of things, she’d gotten the third one as well. Apparently she could unleash a lot more blunt force trauma with a folding chair than he could with his fist. 

	“I think I ruined my dress,” she said a little sheepishly. Blood, slime, and mucus had splashed over the sexy garment. 

	“You’ve never looked so hot,” Trorm said. 

	Winnie’s ears perked up. PROUD. ECSTATIC. PLEASED. 

	“Guard my back,” he said, surging forward, staff held before him like a spear. He remembered the spell from the Roaring Stag and the adjustments he’d needed to make in order to penetrate the innate magical resistance of these creatures. With a roar, he aimed his staff at the group of attackers swarming Lilian. 

	She still shone like a beacon, slicing through attacker after attacker even as they bit, clawed, and whipped at her. Somehow in the time it had taken him to recover his staff the entire human population of the warehouse had rallied behind her and she’d become a sort of bastion between them and the slimy simians. The light shining from her seemed to be healing her and filling her with strength. One of every three attacks landed by her enemies closed almost at once. Against that many foes, any normal warrior would have already fallen. 

	Despite himself, Trorm felt a growing respect for Lilian as he unleashed his lightning spell. It crashed into the nearest attacker and leapt from slimian to slimian to slimian, lighting them from the inside out. The crowd screamed. The monkeys screamed. The ones caught up in the lightning burst like blisters. 

	There were still easily two dozen left. Just how many of these things had come after them? Trorm ran through the opening his attack had created in their ranks, Winnie at his side, to join with Lilian between the partiers and the monkeys. 

	“Do that again!” Lilian said, her light dwindling. 

	“I don’t think I can,” Trorm said. The casting of that spell required specific types of arcane energy from within him and he could already feel that reserve had dried and was taking its toll on him in the form of fatigue. 

	One of the creatures leapt at him and he struck it from the air with his staff, wielding it like a club. It continued to thrash so Winnie leapt on it and wildly slammed her chair down on it over and over again. 

	“I thought lagothropes were supposed to be gentle souls,” Lilian said, eyeing Winnie. 

	Winnie shrugged. “I’ll gently pulp anyone who tries to kill me or my date.”

	Lilian’s light faded still further. The attackers split before them like water rushing past a stone, trying to get around to the people they were defending. With a yell, Trorm dug into a different reserve of magical energy and cast a shield spell. It wasn’t large enough. He had to direct it between the group behind him and the largest bunch of attackers. They struck upon it and were repelled, leaving splatters of mucus hovering in the air to mark the shield’s presence. 

	Lilian rushed to the other side, trying to slay as many of the things as her sword could reach. Why in the frozen hells hadn’t she brought a gun with her? She’d have been out of ammo by now but at least she could have attacked at range. Winie leapt upon those that made it past Lilian, smashing them in the face with her chair. It was slowly becoming dented and warped. She needed a better weapon. 

	Between his shield, Lilian’s light, and the three of them striking at everything that made it past those barriers, they put up a reasonable defense against all of the attackers. They were effectively locked in a stalemate. Only, his side was quickly growing tired while the simian’s showed no signs of slowing down. They needed to change tactics or they were all going to die. 

	One of the simian’s broke away from the group, darting across the warehouse toward the coat check. What the hell was it after?

	“No!” Lilian cried out. “Trorm, don’t let it get that item!” 

	Item? The paperweight! She’d said it had a dark or evil aura about it. Could it be that these things had been drawn to the party by it? Had he unknowingly put all of these people in danger. 

	With a roar he dropped the shield and flung a fireball at the running monkey, this time with both more power and finesse. The eldritch beast popped with a hiss and a sizzle, falling in a puddle of boiling mucus to the ground before it could reach its destination. Trorm rushed to recast his shield spell, barely getting it up in time to prevent another wave of attackers from getting to the people behind him. 

	As he did, two more monkeys pulled away to rush toward the coat check. Dammit, this wasn’t going to work! He couldn’t keep recasting the shield spell like this. He needed to somehow go on the offensive while maintaining his defense. Lilian let out an impressive roar for a human and stuck out, her light not covering the same range it had moments ago but still bright and powerful. 

	“Lilian,” Trorm called. “I need you!” 

	He rushed over to her, doing his best to maintain the shield spell. “Permission to use your divine magic?”

	“What?” she asked. CONFUSED. 

	“I don’t have time to explain,” he shouted. “Trust me?”

	She hesitated, then nodded. “Do whatever it is you’re going to do!” 

	He pulled her light into him, like drawing in stored power from a reserve, and fueled it into his shield. Lilian’s light vanished from her and she shuddered, going still. A new light arose, this one shining from Trorm’s shield spell, which rapidly expanded to cover the entire group of people. The light from it burned the attacking horrors, driving them back. Those that were too close, popped, sizzled, or melted into goo. 

	But the holy light did not cover the entire warehouse. The attackers fell back and waited. That was all they had to do. Trorm couldn’t hold the spell for much longer and Lilian was rapidly being drained of power. Both of them would collapse in a matter of moments. And the two monkeys that had pulled away earlier had reached the coat check and were tearing through the garments there searching for the damn paperweight. 

	Music blared to life, filling the warehouse. Fresh energy rushed into Trorm, washing away his fatigue and bolstering his reserves and will. The entire warehouse, attackers, partiers, and fighters, all turned as one to direct their attention to the stage. 

	Tibs stood there, singing into the microphone for all he was worth, shredding it on his electric guitar. Bardic magic surged from him and the speakers around the warehouse, boosting the strength and endurance of all his allies. 

	      

	I stand alone!

	A banana eating monkeys

	Pop! Pop! Like zits

	Under divine fire!!!

	

	And he was alone, Trorm realized. Well outside the range of the shield spell and holy light’s protection. 

	Monkey-beasts turned, rushing from the shield to charge at the defenseless bard, who continued to sing and pour out his magic even as they came at him. Tibs was either fearless or suicidal, Trorm decided. Either way, he wasn’t about to let the crazy bard die. Not now. 

	He roared, digging deeper into himself than he’d ever thought possible, energized by the bardic music, and pushed out with the shield. It shuddered, expanded, and then crashed outward like a wave. It washed over the warehouse like a wall of blinding white fire.

	Every eldritch horror it touched exploded in a cloud of steam. Even the puddles left behind on the ground sizzled and evaporated beneath the holy heatwave. 

	And then it and the slimians was gone. 

	Trorm fell to his knees, staff clattering to the ground before him. 

	He looked to the stage. Tibbs had stopped singing and looked like he was about to collapse, holding onto the mic stand for support. The creatures hadn’t gotten him. 

	He looked to the coat check. There, barely a yard or two away from the now ruined garments, shone that damn paperweight. Good. They hadn’t gotten that either. 

	The silence abruptly broke as every one of the partiers let out a raucous cheer. 

	Above the noise he heard a voice, apparently one of the frat brothers, call out, “Free booze for everyone!” 

	The cheers turned deafening. 

	

Chapter Ten
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	An hour and a half later, Lilian, Winnie, and Trorm sat in Tib’s living room. Along with Tibs and a new girl he’d picked up at the party who wasn’t either of the two he’d introduced earlier. She’d fallen asleep on the couch after an intense and oblivious make out session with Tibs that had Trorm’s eyebrows raised, Winnie leaning forward in interest, and Lilian pointedly looking away with her face on fire. 

	Trorm was surprised to discover that the half-elf owned his own house though in hindsight he shouldn’t have been. Tibs was much older than he looked thanks to his elf-blood and an accomplished professional bard. Unlike Trorm, who was a full-time student, Tibs it turned out, only dabbled in academia when he wasn’t going on tour or too heavily focused on work. Right now, he was just doing gigs, focusing on his songwriting, and producing regular music videos for the internet that was driving people to his merchandise shop. Bananas Eating Monkeys was a much bigger deal than Trorm had thought. 

	Getting away from the party had been difficult for several reasons. The first was that the campus police had showed up only moments after the battle had ended and proceeded to question everyone and call for medics and healers. Despite Trorm and the other’s best efforts, quite a few people had been injured and free booze couldn’t fix that. 

	Trorm had recovered the paperweight and his satchel and been ready to go almost at once. The campus police did not like that idea. They’d pulled him aside and taken his staff at gunpoint before starting questioning him. Thoroughly. Demanding to see his both his ID and student ID. 

	Only the other students stepping in, led by Winnie, Tibs, and Lilian had kept them from putting him in handcuffs. Several students had actually recorded the whole thing on their phones and showed the cops recordings. That, combined with an unexpected tirade of unbridled fury from Lilian about racist profiling and unjust accusations, had been enough to finally pull him free and see his staff returned. 

	There was an issue that existed between the campus police and Lilian that Trorm did not understand nor did his sunglasses adequately explain. It was odd. The city police obviously respected the paladin, perhaps even deferred to her. What had happened to turn the campus police against her?

	Trorm didn’t have much time to worry about the issue. The fact that he had not handed over the paperweight to the police was something he was still arguing about with Lilian as they sat in Tib’s living room, his newest girlfriend snoring softly beside him. 

	“I will not betray my teammates like that,” Trorm said finally, putting his foot down and crossing his arms. 

	“And it has nothing to do with the fact that they might revoke your student visa and deport you?” Lilian demanded. 

	“Of course that’s a factor,” Trorm said. “But all of them were in on this together, including Dr. Hunt. Involving the police in something that was not actually a crime would just get people in trouble for no reason.”

	He had taken off his sunglasses. The nighttime darkness was refreshing on his eyes after his newly diurnal schedule. He wanted to enjoy it, especially after that fight, and hadn’t bothered putting them back on after they’d got settled in at Tib’s place. He didn’t need his sunglass’s enchantment to tell him about her frustration. 

	“What I need to do,” Trorm said. “Is return the object to Dr. Hunt. It’s rightfully his and he was in on the test.”

	He’d played for her the recording he’d taken of his conversation with his teammates, earning a whistle of appreciation from Tib’s who’d called him “sly.” Winnie had crawled onto his lap, wriggled back into his chest, and hadn’t moved since. 

	“Out of the question,” Lilian said. 

	“How is returning an object to its rightful owner out of the question?” Trorm asked. 

	“First, because it’s suspicious that he has something that gives off such a dark aura in the first place. He’s a conjuration specialist. Dark items shouldn’t be of interest to him.”

	“Actually,” Tibs interjected. “They can be exceedingly useful for conjurers, especially with entities summoned from other dimensions or planes of existence. It’s difficult to get your hands on the permits for them but I’d be willing to bet that Dr. Hunt’s got one.”

	“Second,” Lilian said through clenched teeth, giving Tibs a sideways glare. 

	He shrugged and returned the glare with a grin. 

	“Because a wizard like Ismael Hunt would know how dangerous an object like this is,” she continued. “And if he was letting it be used as some sort of immature prank or hazing ritual, that shows that he’s incredibly irresponsible and can’t be trusted with something like this.”

	“Do we have the right to decide that?” Trorm asked. “Your nation has given him a permit to own it and recognizes his expertise.”

	“Also,” Tibs said, right on the heels of Trorm. “We don’t actually know what it is or what it does. Maybe it’s just supposed to give off a dark aura but actually just shells nuts.”

	Winnie cocked her head. “Ooh, like they just set it up as a con to try and make Trorm uncomfortable. See if he’d still be willing to take it.”

	Lilian scowled. “Possible but unlikely.”

	Trorm nodded in agreement. “I can’t detect those kinds of auras like a paladin or acolyte can.”

	“Would they know that though?” Winnie asked. “I mean, Dr. Hunt sure, but Arlen’s not exactly a topnotch student and the other two don’t know anything about magic.”

	“Fair point,” Trorm said. 

	“Thirdly,” Lilian went on. “Those monsters that attacked the party tonight also attacked the Roaring Stag. They’re clearly summoned from another plane of existence and…and I think they might be connected to a dark cult I’ve been investigating.”

	“No shit,” Winnie said, ears perking up. 

	Lilian grimaced. “Yeah. I think that’s why the Stag was attacked. They must have sensed or otherwise learned that the item was going to be at the party and if they want it, it’s got to be bad. And clearly, they don’t mind hurting people to try and get it. If Trorm was able to sneak in and take it from Dr. Hunt, there’s a good chance that they’d be able to as well. More importantly, they’d be more likely to murder him and his wife getting it. If we return it to them without knowing more, we’re putting them in danger. Maybe Arlen too.”

	The room fell silent after that, save for the soft snoring from Tib’s new date. Trorm wished he could remember her name.

	“That…makes sense,” Trorm admitted. “We can take it to Abigail in the morning. She’s good with this sort of thing.”

	Lilian stood up. “Absolutely not!”

	Trorm held up a hand for peace. “Why not?”

	“Because I am not getting her or Mom involved in this. It’s bad enough that the Stag was attacked. I am not making my baby sister a target for these monsters,” she said. 

	“But someone else is okay?” Trorm asked. “Wouldn’t she be safer since she lives with both of us?”

	Lilian shook her head. “Nobody’s safe and I freely admit that this is me being selfish. I’m not proud of it. I’m also not bending on it. We’ll take it to someone else.”

	“Like who?” Trorm asked. 

	“I know a guy at the precinct,” Lilian said. “Give the object to me and—”

	“No,” Trorm interrupted. “This is my problem. My fight. I will not pass it over to you.”

	Lilian crossed her arms. “As long as you’re keeping that thing you are not welcome in our house.”

	“Isn’t that your mother’s call?”

	“Do you really want to test that?” Lilian asked, narrowing her eyes.

	He didn’t. He really didn’t. He also couldn’t bring himself to hand it over. 

	“Stay here tonight,” Tibs said. “I’ve got an extra room. Bring it to Nymal tomorrow.”

	Trorm looked at him. “Nymal?”

	“Yeah,” Tibs said, nodding. “I know he’s a hoity toity pain in the ass, but the guy knows his magic. He’s actually pretty young for an elf to be attending university, let alone studying magic. Pretty sure that’s why he’s at a human school. We’re more lenient about age than elves are.”

	He said that last bit a little oddly, Trorm thought. “Thank you.”

	Lilian threw her hands up. “Fine. You stay here and take it to this Nymal tomorrow. Call me when you go see him. I want to be there.”

	Trorm raised an eyebrow. 

	Lilian glared at him. 

	He glared back. Paladin or no, he wasn’t about to let her push him around. “I’ll think about it.”

	With an exasperated sound, she made to storm out of the living room, but paused at the door to look over at Tibs. “Thank you for your assistance and hospitality tonight.”

	Tibs shrugged. “No prob.”

	She left. 

	Soon as the door closed Tibs looked to Winnie and Trorm. “Paladin’s gone. Either of you want a beer?”

	They both chuckled but declined. 

	“Okay,” he said, standing up and scooping his date into a bridal carry. “Going to get her situated in my room. I’ll be sleeping on the couch in my studio if you need me. Guest bedroom’s second door on the right down the hall.”

	He started toward his bedroom when, in an odd reflection of Lilian, he paused. “Condoms and lube are in the top drawer of the bedside table. Enjoy.”

	Trorm’s face burned. 

	Winnie beamed, bouncing on Trorm’s lap. “Thanks, Tibs.”

	Tibs nodded and left. 

	Winnie looked up at Trorm. “You made a good friend there.”

	“I…think so too,” Trorm said. “I guess…um…about what he said. We don’t have to….”

	He trailed off at her crestfallen expression. “You don’t want to?”

	“I do,” Trorm said quickly. “It’s just that…I know how things are in this country.”

	She tilted her head and cocked an ear. “And how are things in this country.”

	“My guidebook,” Trorm explained. “It said that human women in the Confederacy consider it a dishonor to do more than kiss on the first date.”

	Winnie tilted her head the other way. “So…you don’t want to have sex with me because you’re worried that you’d, like, dishonor me?”

	“I want to have sex with you,” Trorm clarified. “But I will resist the urge because I do not want to embarrass you or put you in a position where you could be dishonored. I respect you, Winnie.”

	She grinned. “But you do want to have sex with me.”

	“Very much.”

	“Then I’ve got some things for you to consider that your guidebook probably didn’t cover,” she said, twisting on his lap so that she was straddling him. The move brought their groins together and put them nearly eye to eye, though he was still looking down at her. His mouth went very dry. 

	“First,” she said, in clear imitation of Lilian. “Human girls like to gossip. They tear each other down about sex. I think it’s because they’re jealous or something that someone else got laid. If we had sex would you brag about it?”

	“I would want to,” Trorm said. “In the Glorious Horde boasting of your partner’s sexual prowess brings great honor. As we are in Aflana, however, I would keep my boasting to myself.”

	She gave a nod. “You wouldn’t go running around bragging. You know better, unlike some idiots. So, second. And remember this, Trorm, ‘cause it’s like, super important. I am not human.”

	Trorm blinked. He’d gotten so used to thinking in terms of himself as orc and everyone else as human that despite it being glaringly obvious, a part of him had failed to register what it meant that Winnie was a lagothrope. 

	She giggled as he visibly processed that. “See? Important isn’t it. Lagothropes like sex, Trorm. We don’t have the same hang ups as most others seem to. And I’m no exception.” 

	She wiggled, and brought herself closer to him. Her thighs pressed against either side of his hips, her breasts into his chest. Her lips were scant inches away from his mouth. 

	“And third?” Trorm asked.

	She grinned. “Third. I want to have sex with you, Trorm.”



Chapter Eleven
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	They stumbled into the guestroom, lips locked, tongues dancing. Winnie had her legs wrapped around Trorm’s waist, her arms around his neck, pressing herself as fully into his muscled body as she could while he held her aloft, powerful hands firmly gripping her ass. Her tiny dress had been hiked up about her waist, baring her legs and revealing a tiny pair of lacy panties that did more to accentuate than cover.

	He spun around, kicking the door closed, and spilled her onto the bed. Trorm’s eyes and blood blazed with lust. She was gorgeous. Desirable. Even the gore ruining her dress didn’t detract from the vision of her spread out before him and grinning in anticipation. This flower had thorns.

	She met his eyes. “Are you clean?”

	He came up short. “Clean?” They’d just been in a battle. He was sweaty and still had bloodstains on him and his clothing, which he pointedly looked to. 

	She giggled. “Not that kind of clean. Though maybe we should shower first.” She wrinkled her nose, eyeing her dress. “Pretty sure we both smell terrible but my nose is dead to it now.”

	Trorm gave a slow nod. That made sense. He didn’t want to wait another minute though. He scooped her back off the bed and carried her bridal style into the adjoining bathroom. “We can do two things at once,” he said. “I’m not waiting to have you one second longer than necessary.”

	She made a little mewling sound and buried her face in his chest. He paused at the shower, adjusting his grip so that he could reach in and start the hot water to flowing. 

	With a whimper, Winnie pulled away from him. “I don’t have any diseases or sicknesses. I’m not fertile at the moment, but I don’t think orcs and lagothropes can breed.”

	They couldn’t. Humans could crossbreed with just about anything. Orcs, elves, every known kind of therianthrope and even gnomes. The other races? Trorm had never heard of a half-therianthrope orc. 

	“I’ve had seventeen sexual partners this last year,” she said. 

	Trorm froze. 

	“Most of them male, a few female, and I am not currently in a relationship with any of them.”

	Trorm took a slow, deep breath. Seventeen sexual partners? This year? 

	“One of them gave me a UTI,” she went on. “But I kicked his ass to the curb and don’t have any health issues or injuries you need to worry about.” The healing light from Lilian’s divinely given power had seen to that. 

	Seventeen partners this year.

	She looked up at him, biting her lip with her slight overbite and tilting her head so that her ears drooped a little to the side. Was she nervous?

	“That was…straightforward,” Trorm said. 

	Winnie seemed to shrink in on herself, but held her ground. “I know it’s off-putting to non-lagothropes, but it needs to be discussed before any sex is had. I don’t understand why it’s such a taboo conversation among the rest of you.”

	Trorm slowly nodded. He could appreciate that. And he did appreciate her honesty. “I do not have any sicknesses or diseases. I have had five sexual partners in my life. One this year.” After a moment he added. “All female.”

	“Wow!” Winnie said, sounding genuinely impressed. “That’s a lot for your age, isn’t it?”

	Trorm shrugged. The number struck him as about average for an orc. Humans were a little more reserved so the average for them was probably lower. 

	“Any of them lagothropes?” 

	He shook his head. “You’re my first.”

	“Awww,” she tilted her head the other way, ears flopping as she beamed at him. “You’re my first orc.” Steam began filling the bathroom. “Come on, let’s get naked. Wait—did you see if there’s a hair dryer by the sink?”

	“A hair dryer?” Trorm asked.

	Winnie blushed. “Um, wet fur can take a while to dry without some help.” 

	Trorm grinned. “I think I’ve got you covered.”

	Her ears perked up. 

	“Trust me?” He asked.

	In response, she shrugged free her dress and let it fall to the floor, revealing an odd strapless bra that didn’t wrap around her back but seemed to cling to her assets. She noticed him looking. “Oh, I tend to bounce. And straps don’t really go with a low back dress, you understand.”

	He couldn’t begin to understand women’s fashion and didn’t really care. “Just makes it easier to take off.” He reached over and plucked it free. Her plump, strawberry capped breasts jiggled as they were released. 

	Winnie giggled, the wriggled her panties down over her hips, letting them join the puddle of her dress on the floor. Trorm took in the sight of her. She was covered in a light coating of brown hair, her belly, breasts, and inner thighs all a lighter shade of cream. Underneath she was lithe and athletic, but still curvy. A classically built cheerleader with an hourglass figure. If she didn’t work out as much as he suspected she did Winnie would probably be even curvier. 

	Her breasts were heavy but sat high on her chest, not quite defying gravity but definitely challenging its authority. His eyes roamed down her flat belly, narrow waist, and flaring hips to the junction between her legs. She didn’t cover up or try to conceal herself from him. In fact she spread her feet apart ever so slightly so that he could get a better look at her tight netherlips. 

	He pulled his gaze free and lifted his eyes to hers. They were aglow with lust and she was biting her lower lip. Was she nervous?

	“You’re gorgeous,” he said. 

	The wave of relief that washed over her was palpable enough that even Trorm couldn’t mistake it for anything else. Had she been nervous about him seeing her naked? But she was stunning. What in the frozen hells did she have to be insecure about?

	“Your turn,” she said, fingers going to the buttons on his shirt. “I want you naked.” She grinned up at him as the shirt came open. “Then I want you.”

	His muscled torso was laid bare and his trousers and undergarments quickly followed so that he stood before her just as naked in the rising steam. Winnie bit her lip again. This time it definitely wasn’t with nervousness. Her ears were straight up and twitching. 

	“I like, hope this isn’t offensive or anything,” she said, eyeing his erection. “But I am really glad that stereotype about orcs being hung is true with you.”

	Trorm laughed, then surged forward and picked her up by the hips, earning a squeal as he carried her beneath the hot water. Her naked flesh and fur felt good against his skin and the hot water released a tension in his muscles he hadn’t realized he’d been carrying. This had been a good idea. 

	They kissed. Passionately. Hot water washing over them, the heat spurring them to greater passion. Trorm positioned one hand beneath her bottom to hold her up while his other went exploring up her side, eventually cupping her breast. She moaned into his mouth, her own hands sliding over every inch of his wet skin she could reach. 

	Winnie broke the kiss, panting in a way that did delightful things to her full bust. She wriggled out of his grip, positioning him between her and the shower as she went to her knees before him. “I’ve got to play with this thing,” she said, meeting his eyes as she ran her tongue up his length. 

	She tried taking it into her mouth, but only managed to get a little past the head before the girth became an issue. She lathed the helmeted tip with her tongue, each caress a lash of pleasure straight to his nervous system. Trorm let out a moan, then a groan as she began working his shaft with her hands. He glanced back down to find her looking up. 

	She pulled her mouth free with a pop but didn’t stop stroking him. “I like the faces you make when I take you in my mouth.” As if to emphasize her point she gave him another quick lick, holding his gaze while she did so.       

	Trorm made another sound of approval and reached down to stroke her face. Without thinking about it, he trailed his hand up, fingers caressing one long ear. 

	Winnie gasped and shuttered, her eyes going glassy. “H-hey!” She took several deep breaths and her eyes became focused again. “Like, warn a girl when you’re going to do that.”

	He grinned down at her. “Consider yourself warned.”

	Her eyes widened and with both hands, trop stroked her ears. Winnie gasped, her entire body going rigid. She started to fall over but Trorm caught her. 

	Following a hunch, he lifted her up, sliding her thighs over his shoulders and bracing her against the wall over the shower tiles. 

	“Trorm,” she said hesitantly, “what are you—oooooh!” 

	He lathed her sex with his tongue. Great thick licks, over and over again, careful to reach every area he knew was sensitive, including the little bud of flesh at the top. Her hands gripped his head and he could feel her nails scraping against his scalp. He’d been right. Caressing her ears had made her ready down here. 

	Winnie threw back her head and screamed. Fluids coated Trorm’s lips and chin. He kept licking. She tightened her grip on his head, thighs clamping together over his ears as she screamed again. 

	She started tapping him wherever she could reach. “No more. No more. I need you in me. Fuck the sheets, I don’t care if I’m soaking wet. Just take me to the bed!”  

	Trorm eased Winnie down. Her legs nearly gave out. 

	“Think we’re clean enough?” Trorm asked, grinning.

	She giggled. “Fuck clean. Take me to bed and make me dirty.” She grabbed his hand and started leading him from the bathroom, but he stopped her. 

	“Hold on,” he said, and with an effort, spent the last of his magical reserves casting an old familiar spell. A hot wind suddenly filled the bathroom, washing over Winnie and lifting every fiber of fur and hair on her body. As suddenly as it arrived, it was gone, leaving Winnie completely dry, her fur radiating warmth.

	She ran her hands over her body, luxuriating in the feel of it. “What was that?”

	“Drying spell,” Trorm said. “Not all magic is for blowing things up. I know quite a few useful utility spells.”

	She raised an eyebrow. “Is this what you use to clean your sheets?”

	He nodded. “And pelts. Orcs like pelts.” 

	She giggled. “I’m like freshly laundered sheets!” she reached up and checked her hair. “Damn. My hair even feels good! You need to start a salon, you’d make a killing.”

	Trorm wasn’t sure he cared for that idea. “I think I’d rather take you to bed now.”

	“Hell yeah!” She grabbed his hand and bounced over to the bed. She spun him around and pushed him back so that he took a seat, then climbed atop him so that she was straddling him. His erection rose between them, sliding over her mons and belly. 

	She met his eyes as her hand found his member and she lifted herself up, guiding it to her entrance. “I want to ride you.”

	He took her hips, not to push her down, but to steady her. If she wanted to be in control, he would let her. Slowly, she eased herself down. The head of his member found her entrance and stopped. Heat met his flesh. She was wet and eager for him. But so tight. 

	“Hang on,” she whispered, face reddening as she pushed herself downward. They moaned in tandem as slowly, so slowly, his tip pushed its way into her entrance. Her hand found his chest and she used him to steady herself. “Give me a moment. Oh Fuxdas, Goddess of Fertility, you’re big.”

	That made his chest swell with pride. “Okay, I want you to help pull me down onto you,” she said. “Can you do that, gently?”

	He nodded, and together, they lowered her inch by inch, his turgid flesh sinking into her hot passage. She was so hot and tight, it was almost overwhelming. Trorm tightened his grip on her hips. Hours or minutes later, he bottomed out. 

	They were both breathing heavy. 

	Winnie gave a small giggle and looked at where their flesh had joined. “Wow. I wasn’t sure that was going to fit.” She looked up at him. “Had to give it the old college try though.” 

	He laughed and she began to lift herself up. She came back down much easier. Slowly, but picking up speed, she began to ride him. Trorm adjusted his grip on her hips and began helping her. 

	“Fuxdas,” Winnie cried out. “Oh goddess. Damn that’s good. Don’t stop. Don’t stop.” 

	Every time their hips met her entire body shuddered. Her heavy breasts bounced so he caught one of her nipples in his mouth. She let out a moan. He lifted his hips in time with her falls, slamming himself up and deeper into her. Winnie threw her head back, gasping. Moaning. 

	Her hot passage clenched his length, as if reluctant to let him leave her body. He pulled his mouth free of her nipple and trapped one of her ears with his lips, gently biting down. Winnie screamed. Her passage became a vice around him, clamping down with sudden strength. Trorm didn’t stop lifting his hips and felt her entire body shudder, slow, then shudder again as he continued to take her. 

	When her orgasm passed, she stopped for a moment, then pulled free with a wet sound and crawled onto the bed. “Okay,” she said, glancing over her shoulder as she lowered her front and presented him with her rear, legs slightly spread. “Your turn.”

	Trorm stared. 

	“Do you know what that position means to orcs?” he asked.

	“I might’ve done a Google,” she said. “This doesn’t make me one of your wives, but…you can take me like one…if you want.”

	He wanted. 

	Trorm quit holding back. He threw himself upon her, ramming himself into Winnie with all the strength he had, and ravished her. Gone was the gentleness from before. This was a position of subservience and surrender, one that said she accepted and reveled in his power and all that he could give and do to her. So he gave her everything he had, slamming the bed into the wall hard to leave a spiderweb of cracks in the wall. Winnie screamed and screamed, her fluids soaking their thighs. Finally, he screamed with her, buried to the hilt as he finished. 

	With a sigh, he slipped free of her and flopped over onto the bed. Slowly and with great effort, Winnie crawled over and draped herself across him. “You know,” she said, between heavy breaths. “If it’s like that all the time I might just have to reconsider that wife thing.” 

	They both chuckled. Moments later, they were asleep.

	

Chapter Twelve
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	Trorm’s first stop the next morning was by the Madden residence. He was lucky in that he didn’t have any classes that day. Winnie did however, so left to do her walk of pride, as she called it, and get ready early. Tibs gave a shake of his head when he saw Trorm before leaving and made a crack about soundproofing the guestroom next time. 

	Grateful as Trorm was, he hoped that the next time he and Winnie made love it would be under better circumstances. He didn’t like the idea of a shadowy cult out there wanting to kill him and do frozen hells only knew what. Lilian hadn’t been very forthcoming about the goals of this alleged group in hindsight. Granted, they clearly had no trouble sending monsters out into populated areas and cared little for casualties. The simple truth of it was that they needed to be stopped. 

	He swung by the Madden’s house to shower and change clothes—he had to wear the same bloodstained outfit back as Tibs didn’t have anything that would fit him and he wanted to get that stuff off of him before setting out for Nymal’s apartment. Locating it online wasn’t hard. There was actually a website called Elfwatch. Apparently, the elves on campus had individual fan clubs that liked to track their movements. Trorm found that mildly disturbing. Did the humans really find them so attractive?

	On a lark, he looked himself up and froze. Someone had created an entire webpage dedicated to him and several news articles had been written about him, most linked back to a story on a major news site about the party last night featuring videos captured by the people he and the others had been protecting. All four of them, himself, Winnie, Lilian, and Tibs all had links that followed to other articles and sites about them. A bard, a cheerleader, a paladin, and an orc wizard-athlete fighting monsters was big news, as were the individuals themselves. 

	Tibs’ website was the most commercialized. Trorm was willing to bet that sales of his records, videos, and other merch had skyrocketed after last night. Bananas Eating Monkeys was doing very well for itself. 

	The stuff about Winnie was a lot less detailed. Mostly it was just pictures of the Stallion’s cheerleaders with captions pointing her out. 

	Lilian though, now she had some interesting things about her. Too much to give a thorough investigation. It seemed she’d been a paladin for a few years now and had already made a name for herself locally. 

	Finally, he looked himself up. The webpage about him had been created by an amateur and depicted a hastily thrown up screenshot of him using Lilian’s divine energy to power his shield spell. He couldn’t tell whether the site was meant to be a tribute to his spellcasting or football prowess. Either way, it didn’t seem to have much on it yet, though it did have an active comments board. 

	The top comment was: Damn. Now orcs can cast spells? Fuck my life.

	There was a link in the commenter’s profile. Orcwatch. With trepidation Trorm clicked on it. Orcwatch was essentially like Elfwatch in function and performance. It’s audience however, was anything but. Humans were tracking him, and they were doing so in order to either avoid him or catch him in the middle of committing a crime. The comments were all derogatory, hateful, or outright stupid. Several were actually threatening. 

	Trorm bared his tusks. If those assholes wanted to come after him or Winnie he’d take them on. Slamming his laptop shut with more force than he intended, he stood and stormed out of the room, throwing open the door to find Trisha Madden, standing there, looking surprised to suddenly find herself face to his scowling face.

	NERVOUS. Schooling his expression took more effort than Trorm would have cared to admit, but he did it. “I apologize if I startled you, Ms. Madden.”

	

	Trisha Madden

	Gender: Female

	Emotion: WORRIED. FRUSTRATED.

	Interest Level: 3

	 

	Frozen hells. She had an interest level too? What had Abigail done to his sunglasses? 

	Trisha held up something. It took him a moment to recognize that they were the bloodied and tattered clothing he’d put in the laundry. He’d been instructed that his laundry was to be included with everyone else’s and that he’d take his turn washing it and hadn’t given putting his dirty clothes in a second thought since. 

	“What’s this?” she asked. 

	“My clothes from last night, Ma’am,” he said. 

	“I can see that, Trorm,” she said slowly, visibly restraining herself. “Why are they like this? And more importantly, where were you last night?” FRUSTRATED. CONCERNED. 

	“The party I went to was attacked by those same things that attacked your tavern,” he said. “Lilian didn’t tell you any of this?”

	She scowled. “Lilian was at a party?”

	“I have no idea what I’m supposed to say right now,” Trorm admitted.

	Remarkably, Trisha chuckled and brought a hand to her forehead. AMUSED.  

	“And I’m not sure what I’m allowed to tell you.”

	Her head shot up and her eyes met his in a glare. ANGRY. “What did Lilian say to you?”

	Trorm opened and closed his mouth several times, looking for the right words. This was honestly never a situation that he’d been in before. “I stayed the night away last night to keep you and Abigail from being in danger.”

	There. Not a lie. Not an answer to her question, either. 

	Trisha scowled. “Lilian stayed here last night.” She lifted a finger and planted it in his chest. “Alright big guy, next time you spend the night out, you tell me first. I was worried about you. And the next time Lilian tells you that you have to—yeah, I know she put you up to that—tell her that it’s my house and my rules and you are supposed to be here.”

	With that she turned and walked down the hall, leaving Trorm very confused. And feeling oddly warm in his chest. He was supposed to be here. That had felt really good to hear after that shit he’d read online. 

	Gathering up his staff, he left for Nymal’s apartment.

	He found it fairly quickly. It was a complex frequently used by students and more concerned with making everyone who wasn’t a resident pay for parking rather than keeping people out. Nymal was located on the first floor of a building beside a pond hidden away in the back. It was about as private as could be had. 

	Trorm had no idea what he was going to say, but he knocked on the door anyway. 

	A moment later it creaked open, revealing Nymal. His face looked grumpy, but the sunglasses read EAGER. Had Nymal been expecting him?

	“Hey,” Trorm said. “Tibs said that you’re way more advanced than most of us and I was hoping I could get you to check something out for me.” It sounded really dumb when he said it like that. He should have called ahead or texted. He had Nymal’s number now. 

	Nymal didn’t seem put off at all though. He tossed open the door, revealing that he was dressed in baggy jeans and a t-shirt with a superhero on it. “Come on in. What do you need me to look at?”

	

	Nymal Torquinal

	Gender: Male

	Emotion: Excited. Eager. Anticipatory. 

	Interest Level: 2

	 

	Nymal had an interest level? That was odd. Trorm hadn’t met a guy yet who didn’t register as 0 when viewed through the sunglasses. At least the gender was right this time. What was the elf so excited about? Working together after his blunder last class had been awkward and fraught with undercurrents of frustration. Nymal hadn’t seemed willing to believe that Trorm’s insult had been accidental. 

	“Well?” Nymal asked, crossing his arms. “What have you got?”

	Something was wrong. Nymal’s body language suggested impatience but that wasn’t what the sunglasses were reading at all. In fact, the only person they’d ever had trouble with had been Nymal. They’d really have been useful the other night with Clare before she vanished. 

	Trorm froze. He hadn’t had his sunglasses with Clare. And she hadn’t remembered being with him that night. How would she have heard about what he was doing? The location had been texted, not spoken aloud. 

	He glanced back at the gender reading on his sunglasses. Why would that have suddenly changed, even if it had been incorrect before?

	“Hey, you okay?” Nymal asked. FRUSTRATED. 

	“I think I’m going to find somebody else to help,” Trorm said and turned to go. 

	A sound like a muffled scream came from behind a closed door. He glanced at it and Nymal struck him across the face. 

	The diminutive elf struck with the force of an orcish linebacker. Trorm staggered back, sunglasses flying from his face. 

	Nymal swelled before him, muscles contorting as they bulged and gained definition. Clothing stretched as the elf grew taller and broader. Soon, Trorm had to look up at whatever this thing was. Because it sure as hell wasn’t an elf. 

	He barely got his staff up in time with a shield spell as the creature attacked. Hands elongating into talons that struck against the invisible barrier. It moved with preternatural speed, like an apex predator, darting around behind him to strike again. Trorm hadn’t been able to throw up a full sphere in the time he’d had, instead opting for a concave wall of force. 

	He tried to swing the staff around but was too slow. The creature’s claws raked over his back, tearing cloth and flesh alike in a spray of blood. Trorm staggered forward, shield spell evaporating in his sudden pain. 

	The thing didn’t stop attacking. For all that it had the speed of an animal it fought like an expert martial artist, delivering a swift series of kicks to Trorm’s legs to keep him off balance. Trorm tripped and fell back to the floor. 

	The thing lunged at him. No, not him. At his satchel, where the damnable paperweight was still held. 

	Instead of trying to catch himself, Trorm spun the staff around so that it was between him and his attacker and let fly a lightning bolt. It took the attacker in the chest and sent them airborne with a shriek. Trorm hit the floor and the spell died as the air was driven from his lungs. 

	The apartment was filled with the sound of shattering glass. Pulling himself upright, Trorm saw that the combination of his lightning bolt and the creature’s own momentum had carried it through the balcony window. There was still a ripple from the pond where it had presumably hit the water. 

	Warry of a return attack, Trorm pushed himself upright, brandishing his staff at the water and mentally reciting a series of spells for quick casting depending on how the thing came at him again. What had it been? A doppelganger? That would make sense. He’d heard that they could assume the shape of anyone they chose. Could they also enhance themselves with claws? It stood to reason. It also stood to reason that one going on the offensive could make themselves incredibly strong, fast, and durable. He doubted the thing was dead. 

	After several moments of another attack not coming another muted scream came from behind the door. Trorm shuffled over to it, not turning his back on the water, and eased it open. He blinked, not sure what he was seeing. 

	It was a bedroom. Tastefully furnished and distinctly feminine. The closet was open revealing dresses and jewelry. More decidedly feminine clothes were strewn across the room, a few tattered. And there, tied up and gagged with stockings in the center of the bed and wearing a pale pink sundress, was Nymal. 

	

Chapter Thirteen
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	Trorm hurried to Nymal’s side and tore the stockings binding his—her?—wrists free. Nymal rolled over putting his or her back to Trorm, hands going to his or her face, both hiding the makeup he or she wore and removing the stocking gagging him or her. Trorm had no idea what the appropriate pronoun to use was and it was giving him a headache. The headache became very real an instant later when Nymal let out a high-pitched keen that sent him staggering back. 

	“Don’t look at me!” 

	Trorm spun around. “I’m not looking. Are you hurt?”

	Nymal sniffled. “I-I couldn’t even get to my wand. It just came into my home and…and…I couldn’t stop it!” Nymal wept. 

	Trorm stood there awkwardly for a moment, then reached back and found Nymal’s back, placing his hand there. 

	“I said don’t look at me,” Nymal snapped. 

	“I’m not,” Trorm said. 

	He felt Nymal shift under his palm. “Oh. Th-thanks.” 

	“Are you hurt?” he asked again. 

	“I…a few bruises. Nothing serious.” 

	Trorm wasn’t sure he believed Nymal. “We should get you to a doctor.” 

	Nymal didn’t say anything for a moment. “What are you doing here?”

	“I came to ask for your help,” Trorm said. “I need to know what…it doesn’t matter. I shouldn’t have come.”

	“I’m glad you did,” Nymal said quietly. “Who knows…I’m glad you came.”

	Trorm shook his head. He didn’t know if Nymal could see it or not. “I think…Nymal, I think that thing was here because of me. Because of what I wanted to show you. I’ve put you in danger.” 

	But how in the frozen hells had that thing known to be here?

	“That’s…” Nymal must have shaken his or her head because Trorm felt silky hair brushing over his wrist. A moment later, Nymal began shaking. 

	“I’ll leave,” Trorm said. He didn’t have any right to be there. Lilian had been right to not let him take the object to Abigail. Whoever and whatever that thing was, it clearly wanted the object and didn’t care who it hurt to get it. Would the monkey-things attack next? Were they even on the same side as the shapeshifter? Trorm hated not knowing who his enemy was. 

	A hand grabbed his wrist. “No!” 

	He glanced down. The nails were pink and glittered. A woman’s hand. 

	Trorm’s eyes followed the hand to the slender wrist and arm it was attached to all the way to Nymal’s face. Her—this was her, he decided—makeup was messed up by the crying. Even so it accentuated her features nicely. Nymal was an attractive young woman. For an elf.

	“I don’t want to be alone right now,” she said. 

	 

	Nymal Torquinal

	Gender: Female

	Emotion: AFRAID. TRAUMATIZED. 

	Interest Level: 3

	 

	Trorm nodded. “Okay. What do—"

	A pair of dinging noises sounded. Phone alerts. He reached for his own automatically to shut his phone off, only to realize that neither ding had come from him. He spotted a phone on the nightstand next to the bed and picked it up to hand it over to Nymal when he saw what the alert was. 

	The Orc Watch website had an app. It had just sent an alert out that the area he was in had just had a disturbance. 

	He set his jaw and handed it over to Nymal, whose already red face turned a deep shade of crimson. 

	“I-I can explain this,” she said. 

	“You don’t have to.” 

	“I got it after you called me a girl,” Nymal said in a rush, heedless of his words.

	Trorm shook his head. “I don’t need or want an explanation.” 

	The last thing anyone needed was him getting mad right now. Cops would probably be here soon and if they came in and found an angry orc in the bedroom of a clearly traumatized elf in a damaged apartment…actually he should probably get going sooner rather than later. Even if he wasn’t angry, this was not going to look good for him. 

	He started to move but the little hand on his wrist tightened its grip. “Please don’t leave me. I-I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. You saw right through me and I….” Nymal’s head fell.

	“I didn’t see through you,” Trorm admitted. 

	Nymal looked up, eyes wide. CONFUSED. 

	Trorm took his sunglasses off and handed them over to her. “These are an aid I’ve been using to help me understand expressions and emotions.”

	Nymal accepted the sunglasses and put them on. “These tell you gender. Oh. OH…that’s. You really didn’t mean to insult me.” 

	Trorm shook his head. “I did not.”

	“Interest level…” she muttered. “What’s that—wait, why are you nervous?”

	She pulled the sunglasses down her nose to look up at him. “Is it because I’m dressed like this?”

	Trorm shook his head. Maybe handing those over to her was a mistake. He glanced at the living room. “That thing and me, we broke a window. If the cops come…it doesn’t look good, me being here.”

	Nymal tilted her head and her ears cocked slightly. “Why would tha…” he eyes widened in understanding. “You think they’ll blame you.”

	He nodded. “This probably isn’t a good place for either of us right now. If that thing comes back…” he trailed off. “There were two.”

	Nymal furrowed her delicate brow. “Two what? Attackers?”

	“No,” Trorm said. “Two dings. Two phone alerts and one of them wasn’t mine.” 

	“There’s another phone in the house,” Nymal said. 

	They both started moving at the same time, scouring the floor. 

	Nymal suddenly bounced upright. “I’ve got an idea.” Her fingers flew over the screen over her phone and a moment later there was another ding. 

	Trorm found the phone tossed under the coffee table in the living room. It was an older model and beat up. Turning it over he found another alert from Orc Watch. This time a user had listed him as being on the opposite side of campus. 

	He glanced from the phone to Nymal, who blushed. “About a dozen people will swear they saw you nowhere near here now. And it stood to reason that it might be how…how that thing knew where you’d be.”

	Trorm gave a slow nod. Not sure whether to feel disgusted, horrified, or relieved. At least he had an idea how that thing was tracking him now. Along with half the university it seemed. 

	Hesitantly, Nymal handed over the sunglasses. “I-I signed up after our class together. I didn’t know if you were just been being mean or…but I had to avoid you.” She gestured at her dress. “I couldn’t risk letting…I’m not ready to let the world know.”

	Trorm shrugged. “That’s your business.” 

	Nymal nodded. “It is. But…” And suddenly she was holding onto Trorm’s torso, face buried in his sternum and weeping all over again. “I can’t—I can’t let the other elves know. That’s…it’s not just my business. It’s not.”

	Trorm awkwardly patted her on the head. “I don’t understand.” Did he need to understand? This really wasn’t any of his business. It seemed to him that whatever was going on with Nymal had been building up inside of her for some time now and it was ready to explode out of her. 

	“I’m taking hormones,” Nymal said, voice barely above a whisper. “I’m…they’ve made me infertile, Trorm.” 

	Definitely not his business. “Okay.” 

	“Elves, we aren’t like humans and orcs. We reproduce slowly. Every child…every child is a gift. And now I can’t give any.” She started shaking harder. “My people will hate me for this.” 

	“So, let them,” Trorm said. 

	Nymal looked up at him. Her makeup had run even more and now she had dark streaks running all down her cheeks. 

	“I don’t know about elves, but among orcs, the warrior who stands his ground against a superior force is respected. Especially if his cause is just.” Gods above he hoped this made some kind of sense. An elf probably didn’t want to hear anything about orcs. What was he doing? “Is your cause just?”

	“I-I don’t know,” Nymal said, seeming to shrink into him. “I worry that…that I’m being selfish.”

	Trorm shrugged. “Magic and medicine have come a long way with fertility. Will one elf not committing to spreading their seed make a difference?”

	“Probably not,” Nymal admitted.

	“Then plant your banner and hold your ground,” he said. “Fight with honor.” 

	Had he really just said that to an elf? His brothers would either be appalled or fall over laughing if they ever found out. 

	Strangely, it seemed to have the intended effect. Nymal stood a little straighter and gave a jerky nod of her head. “Thank you, Trorm.” 

	He shrugged, then glanced at the door. “We should leave.”

	Nymal stepped back from him. “Okay. But…I need to touch up my makeup first.”

	Trorm stared at her. 

	She blushed. “If I’m going to plant my flag then I’m damn well not going to do it showing the world my tears. And if any cops come in, I’ll inform them that you saved me.” She spun around and disappeared back into her bedroom, closing the door behind her. 

	Elves, Trorm thought. Would her word actually do any good with the campus police? Where the hells were they anyway?

	The door to the bedroom popped back open a few inches. “Don’t leave.”

	Trorm crossed his arms. “I’m not going anywhere. But only if you agree to let me take you to a hospital.”

	She frowned at him. Pouted really. “Fine. But only if you tell me what it was you needed my help with.”

	Before he could agree, the door was pulled closed again. Was that an elf thing, a woman thing, or a Nymal thing? She seemed to have bounced back remarkably quickly from whatever her attacker had done to her. No…no that wasn’t it at all, he realized. Trorm didn’t need his sunglasses to tell him what was going on. 

	Nymal was a warrior attacked in her own home. Right now, she was putting on her war paint, refusing to show weakness, and leading the charge on a fresh battle. She was renewing herself. It was honorable behavior, if tinged with elven oddity. 

	He waited several more minutes before she emerged. When she did, he had the paperweight ready. If she wanted to overcome her recent defeat by facing a battle she could win, he would not deny her. “What is this thing?”

	She took it from his hands and began examining it. Had he ever really thought that she wasn’t female?

	After several moments of turning it over in her hands, Nymal took the horse’s head and twisted it. It popped off with a little hiss. 

	“What the hells?” Trorm demanded. “You broke it?”

	“Don’t be absurd,” Nymal said without looking away from her task. “The paperweight was just a disguising mechanism. It altered the aura of magic of the object inside, concealed its properties, and unless I miss my guess, has some kind of tracer spell worked into it. An intriguing item on its own, I’d say.” 

	The inside of the paperweight proved hollow and Nymal fished out a large amethyst with runes etched into its numerous facets. “Wow,” she whispered. “Trorm, do you have any idea what this is?”

	“If I did, I wouldn’t have brought it to you,” he said testily. 

	She waved a hand. “You didn’t even know this thing was in there. Don’t get mad at me for seeking clarification.” 

	Trorm took a long, steadying breath. A part of him wanted to like Nymal. Another part of him wanted her to hurry the hells up and tell him what he wanted to know already. “So, what is it?”

	“It’s a master summoning crystal,” she said. “A conjurer can use it to summon creatures much more powerful than they usually can. And they can use it as an anchor. That means—”

	“I know what an anchor is,” Trorm interrupted. “It’s for permanently binding a summoned creature to our reality.” A conjurer was definitely behind the eldritch slimians that had attacked the Roaring Stag and the party. And Lilian had said they’d been connected to a dark cult she’d been fighting with. Which implied that someone wanted to bring something very big and very bad into the material world and give it permanent residence. “Dammit.”


Chapter Fourteen
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	The hospital was quick, efficient, and all around painless. Trorm got a few odd looks but the staff were accommodating of Nymal. The Orcwatch app alert had gone off en route to the hospital. They’d been spotted leaving the university but only Trorm had been recognized. According to the app’s users, he now had an elven girlfriend and nobody knew what the frozen hells to make of that.

	They actually both had a chuckle over it. Nymal never told him what the doppelganger had done to her and he never asked. If she told the doctors, it was after Trorm left. She did file a report that she had been attacked in her home and that Trorm was a witness. She’d been sure to specify that Trorm had chased the attacker away and done everything reasonably within his power to see to her safety, which was all true. It was strange hearing it described that way though and the looks he got after, according to the sunglasses, were those of admiration. Having an elf speak on your behalf seemed to carry some not inconsiderable weight it seemed. 

	During the brief time they were separated while Nymal was administered and briefly examined, Trorm called Lilian. The call went to voicemail. He followed that up with a text, then called Winnie. She answered quickly and made a kissing sound. That made him chuckle. 

	“It’s not safe to be around me right now,” he told her, then explained about the Orcwatch app and how the doppelganger had apparently used it to track him. “You might want to stay away from me for a while.”

	“Like, fuck that!” There was a hardness to her voice that he had not expected her to be capable of. He hadn’t realized that bunnies could snarl. “Where are you?”

	He told her. “But I’m not going to be here much longer. I’m going to the Madden residence as soon as Nymal’s checked in and the doctors give me the all clear.”

	“Then I’ll meet you there,” she said. “Send me the address and let me know when you’re heading that way.”

	He did, then texted her a short while later after speaking to the doctor. The man wouldn’t tell him much and Nymal didn’t share a lot either. She seemed like she was expecting him to ask questions and somewhat confused when he didn’t. The way Trorm saw it, she’d been attacked in her own home and that was all the information he needed. 

	“Thanks for…stuff,” Nymal said when he turned to go. 

	“You too,” he replied.

	“Don’t forget our meeting next week,” she said. “We’re going to crush that spell template assignment.”

	Trorm had almost forgotten about that in the wake of everything else going on. He needed to hurry and get this thing with the doppelganger and conjurer sorted so he could get back to his studies, otherwise he was going to flunk out before the semester was out. That was a shame he did not think he could handle. 

	He tried calling Lilian again on his way to the Madden house and once again got her voice mail. 

	Winnie was waiting outside the house for him when he walked up. She was dressed in her cheerleader uniform and carrying an impressive looking baseball bat over her shoulder. She grinned at him when he approached and threw herself at him, leaping up to wrap her legs around his torso and capture her lips with his. He put an arm beneath her to hold her up, his other holding onto his staff. 

	“That’s a traditional lagothrope greeting,” she said when she finally broke the kiss, giving him a wink. 

	“I think I like your traditions,” he said, then gently set her down. “What’s with the bat?”

	“In case there’s not a folding chair nearby.”

	Trorm opened his mouth to say something. Realized he had no argument. And closed it. 

	“So, this is like, where you live, right?” she asked, following him up to the front door, wrapping one of her arms around his and pulling herself close.  

	“It is,” he told her. 

	“I kind of expected you to live in some dark and gloomy fortress with lots of spikes and stuff,” she said. 

	“I’m a foreign exchange student,” he said. “Not a conqueror.”

	“But you’d totally take the spikey castle if you could?” 

	“Definitely,” he said. “There’d be many advantages.”

	The door swung open as the approached. 

	 

	Abigail Madden

	Gender: Female

	Emotions: CONGUSED. JEALOUS. 

	Interest Level: 10

	 

	Trorm nearly stumbled. Had he misread that interest level? It was as high as Winnie’s. But he and Abigail hadn’t had sex or even gone on a date. Then again, there had definitely been a connection between them that night at the Stag. And she’d been the one to repair his sunglasses and modify them with the Interest Level feature. Why had she done that?

	“Hey, Trorm,” she said, a little stiffly. “Who’s your friend?”

	“Hi,” Winnie said, hopping free of Trorm’s arm and extending a hand. “I’m Winnie. Like, thank you so much for taking such good care of Trorm. I can totally tell how much he loves living here with you.” 

	Abigail flushed and adjusted her glasses, then seemed to realize she’d done both and stubbornly shoved her hands down, standing straighter. “Nice to meet you, Winnie. Thanks. Guess it makes sense, a football player and a cheerleader hooking up.” HURT. JEALOUS. 

	Winnie shrugged. HURT. JEALOUS. 

	Both of them were hurt and jealous? But they were both smiling. What had he done?

	“Why don’t you both come inside,” Abigail said, stepping back into the doorway to allow them through. 

	“Thanks,” Winnie said. 

	“Have you heard from Lilian today?” Trorm asked, stepping inside and closing the door behind him. “I haven’t been able to get in touch with her.”

	HURT. That had apparently been the wrong thing to say. “You and Lilian talk on the phone?”

	Winnie gave him an odd look. Then shook her head. “Actually, it’s all about this weird case thing she’s working on. The guys who are like, attacking her with slimy monkey things are totally after Trorm now.”

	Abigail did a doubletake. CONFUSED. “What?”

	Trorm brought her up to speed. As they spoke, they made their way to the living room. Trisha was back at the Roaring Stag cleaning and getting ready for that night’s fresh wave of customers. When he got to the part about finding the doppelganger’s cellphone, Abigail leaned forward and he didn’t need the sunglasses she’d given him to read her anticipation. “Do you still have it?”

	He tossed it to her. “I was hoping you might be able to get it open. It’s the best clue we’ve got so far but it’s password protected.”

	She looked down at the phone for a moment, then glanced at Winnie, before looking up to meet Trorm’s eye. She held the phone up. “I unlock this, and I’m a part of whatever it is you two are involved in.” RESOLVED. 

	Resolved? As in determined? “Very well, I understand.” Trorm held out his hand. “I’ll find someone else.”

	She recoiled, clutching the phone to her chest. HURT. He’d said the wrong thing again.

	“I’m sorry,” Trorm said. “I seem to have misunderstood. You are telling me this because you do not want to be put in danger.”

	“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m telling you this because I’m not letting you two and my sister face this danger without me.”

	Trorm found himself leaning back and nodding his head in appreciation. “Respectable. Honorable. Your sister will not like it.”

	Abigail snorted. “Please. My sister…Lilian’s great, but she’s not the boss of me. And I can do this better than anyone else you find.”

	“Probably,” Trorm agreed. “But if we agree to this…then you follow my lead. I will be the war chief of this battle.” He looked back and forth between her and Winnie. “I’ll have both of your words of honor.”

	“Deal,” Abigail said. 

	Winnie crossed her arms. For a moment he didn’t think she was going to budge. He stared her down. She broke into a grin. “I love it when you do that! Yes, you can totally be my war chief.”

	Abigail stood up. “I need to take this to my room. All my stuff’s there.”

	A few moments after she left, Winnie climbed into Trorm’s lap. “So…?”

	He furrowed his brow. “So, what?”

	“SO, have you and she, like, already done it and you didn’t tell me?”

	Trorm shook his head. “Nothing like that. I was completely honest with you last night. You are my first sexual partner in several months and my only one in this country.”

	She nodded, ears bobbing. “Okay. Good. Cause, like, I’d have been really hurt if you lied to me.”

	“I am not that dishonorable,” he said, and couldn’t help a note of a growl from escaping into his voice. 

	Winnie shivered, then whispered. “I like it when you do that with your voice.” She looked down the hall after Abigail. “That girl’s got it bad for you. I might have some competition.”

	“I understand that polygamy is frowned upon in this country,” Trorm said. “I shall endeavor to respect your ways and culture.”

	Winnie waved a hand. “No, no, don’t worry about that. She’s just so obviously head-over-heels for you I thought for sure you guys must have already…but you said you didn’t and I believe you because you’re my honorable war chief. Ooh!” Trorm had had an involuntary reaction at those last words and it made Winnie grin, and grind herself against him. “My. Honorable. War. Chief.”

	With a great deal of effort, Trorm lifted Winnie from him and sat her down on the seat beside him. “I want you. This is not the place to take you. Later, I will ravish you for that.”

	Winnie gave a little shiver, ears quivering. “Promise?”

	“My word of honor.”

	She bounced in her seat and clapped her hands. 

	“What’s got you so excited?” Abigail asked as she stepped back into the living room. “Trorm’s promised to ravish my brains out later. I don’t think he’d mind if you want to join in.” She said this like a little girl just given her favorite candies in such abundance that she wants to share with her friends. “You’re very pretty.”

	Abigail blushed. EMBARASSED. 

	“Uh, right. I got the phone unlocked. Here” She handed it over to Trorm.

	He started looking through it. It was oddly bereft of helpful information. Nothing but the standard apps. Nothing in the email. None of the numbers programmed in had names attached to them. Had the doppelganger simply memorized them all? That was impressive. 

	Without considering it further, Trorm selected the number from the most recent incoming call and called back. 

	Abigail’s eyes widened. “What are you doing?”

	“Finding out who in the frozen hells our doppelganger has been talking to,” Trorm said. 

	The phone rang several more times before it was answered and a familiar voice said, “Did you get it?”

	Trorm froze. He knew that voice. Knew who the speaker was and hearing him now was like a kick in the gut. It didn’t make any sense. Why would he, of all people, be trying to get the summoning crystal from Trorm? He’d already had easy access to it. 

	“Hello?” the speaker asked. “You still there? Got a bad connection or something? I told you, you should upgrade to a better fucking phone.”

	Trorm bared his teeth. He was standing up. When had he stood up? His free hand flexed, clenching and unclenching. He wanted to commit violence. Savage, brutal violence. 

	With a snarl he spoke into the phone, voice low and gravelly with barely controlled rage. “Hello, Arlen.”

	“Oh, fuck. Hey Trorm. How’s it going?” Arlen “Hellhound” Hunt said. “Guess this is a little awkward, huh?”

	

	Chapter Fifteen
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	“You,” Trorm growled. “How dare you?”

	“Whoah, freshmen,” Arlen said. “So much hostility. Get the fuck off that high horse before I knock you off of it.” 

	Trorm bared his teeth. His fists shook. This man was supposed to be his ally. His teammate. There had to be an explanation. Something he was missing that in hindsight would seem perfectly obvious and pull it all together. Maybe Arlen was working against the cult Lilian had been facing off against and thought he needed the summoning crystal?

	“I will when you offer an explanation for your actions,” Trorm said. 

	“Don’t be a douche, Froggy,” Arlen said. “It sounds like you’re accusing me of something, which we both know you’re not stupid enough to do. Or have you thought that through yet?”

	As much as Trorm hated to admit it, Arlen was right. There was a lot to think through. A public or legal accusation would dissolve into a contest of his word against Arlen’s. The phone they’d recovered proved nothing except that the doppelganger had Arlen’s phone number and getting Trorm to steal the paperweight with the crystal inside it in the first place still didn’t make any sense. It had been right there, in Arlen’s father’s home. What had been stopping him from simply taking it if he’d truly thought he needed it. 

	And Trorm had everything to lose. Arlen was a well-respected champion football player, a student of the arcane academy whose own father was a professor there. Trorm had an app dedicated to tracking his movements to make sure he didn’t commit any spontaneous crimes. Arlen had probably gotten away with plenty of shit that Trorm never would be able to. Accidents and accusations were swept under the rug. The school liked its mascots and its champions. It liked winning. Trorm hadn’t been here long enough to garner any real loyalty from the system. 

	Apart from that though, there was the team itself. Arlen had their support. Trorm did not. If he did bring an accusation against Arlen, no matter what happened the team would resent him for it. Assuming that he wasn’t simply expelled and deported. 

	“You betrayed the team,” Trorm said slowly. “You took the initiation ritual and profaned it.”

	Arlen blew a raspberry. “Profaned? Dude, it was a fucking prank.”

	“One that you made work for you,” Trorm said. “Do Erik and Wilbur know what it is you sent me in there for? Or are they are part of your cult too?”

	“You leave them the fuck alone, Froggy,” Arlen said, all trace of geniality gone from his voice. “They’ve got nothing to do with those douchebags.”

	“But you do?” Trorm said.

	Arlen laughed. “Oh, you’re good. No, no I’ve got nothing to do with those fucking cowards either.”

	Trorm couldn’t have said why, but he was inclined to believe Arlen. At least in part. The attacks on the Roaring Stag and the frat party had been poorly coordinated and not exactly stealthy. Cults, in his admittedly limited experience, tended to be far more subtle than that. The attacks were the actions of someone who saw what he wanted and took it, not a schemer. 

	“No, you’ll just hide behind your summoned creatures and a shapeshifting assassin,” Trorm said, struggling to keep his voice even. 

	“Assassin? What the—you’re full of shit, you know that?” Arlen sounded genuinely confused. Or maybe he was simply that practiced by now. 

	“You’re hurting people, Arlen.” He’d been attacked. Nymal had been attacked. The staff at the Roaring Stag had been injured, as had many party goers from the warehouse. Some were in critical condition. 

	“Nobody’s died,” Arlen said. “Besides, what the fuck do you care? You’re an orc.”

	Trorm saw red. Hands found him, one on his arm, the other on his shoulder. He glanced down and found both Winnie and Abigail looking up at him, concern on their faces. More concern on Abigail’s than Winnie’s. She looked pissed, her ears rigid and quivering. 

	For some reason they calmed him. His anger didn’t vanish, but it came under control. He felt his face and muscles relax. He hadn’t realized he’d been baring his teeth. What else had he allowed Arlen to goad him into? 

	“I care,” Trorm said. “And I’m going to stop you.”

	“Really?” Arlen scoffed. 

	“Yes,” Trorm said. “Whatever game you’re playing, Arlen, you’re out of control. The team will suffer for this.”

	“Don’t you talk about the team like you’re one of us,” Arlen snapped. 

	“I’m more a part of the team right now than you are,” Trorm said. “You are betraying them.”

	“I betray no one!” 

	“Erik and Wilbur,” Trorm said. “You’ve turned them both into accessories to your crime.”

	Arlen was quiet for a moment. “They’ll thank me when I’m through.” 

	“Through with what?” Trorm asked. “What is it exactly you think you’re doing, Arlen?”

	“What those fucking cowards won’t,” Arlen shouted, and when he started, he didn’t stop. It was like Trorm had pulled a plug of some kind and now everything Arlen had been keeping bottled up was pouring out.

	“I’m going to bring us to fucking paradise. I’m going to show those douchebags that I’m not just some little accessory to help them infiltrate. They talk about making this world a better place. About installing proper leadership and bringing about an age of true power but what the fuck are they doing? They scheme and they plot and they never get anything fucking done. I get shit done. You hear me? I get shit done!” 

	Arlen was panting now. By the end of his tirade he’d been shouting. 

	“And you plan to do this how?” Trorm said. 

	“Wouldn’t you like to know?”

	“I would, actually,” Trorm said. “You are fighting for a cause. There is honor in that. Convince me of your side. Convince me that there is honor in your actions.” 

	That earned him looks from both Winnie and Abigail. CONFUSION. Trorm didn’t understand what there was to be confused about. He doubted very much that Arlen’s cause genuinely was honorable, but it warranted hearing. It also was an opportunity to gather intelligence. The more they knew the more they could bring against him when the time came. 

	Arlen seemed to consider for a moment, then said, “No.”

	“You don’t believe in your cause?” Trorm asked. 

	“Oh, I believe,” Arlen said. “I just don’t think you’re worthy of hearing it. There won’t be a place for you and your kind in the world I’m going to create.” 

	“My kind?” Trorm asked through his teeth.

	“See?” Arlen said. “You’re fucking growling at me. This world’s going to be cleansed. We’ll usher in the new and purge the old, including your kind. Rapists. Warmongers. Thieves. Orcs in general. I won’t let you tarnish the glory I’m going to bring.”

	“You’re going to have a hard time doing any of that,” Trorm said. He felt detached from himself. His rage was too great a thing to be expressed. It was a cold storm, a blizzard in his soul that crept into his voice and froze his blood. “You still don’t have your father’s paperweight.”

	Better not to reveal to the insane, genocidal racist that he knew exactly what the item he wanted was or how it worked. It still bothered him that Arlen hadn’t just taken it. It hadn’t been that hard. “As someone who ‘gets shit done,’ that oversight still confuses me. It was right there. Easy enough for you to grab.”

	Arlen didn’t say anything. 

	“I thought you said you had a plan?” Trorm said. “Did it really come unraveled because you’re afraid of your father?”

	“I am not afraid of him!” Arlen didn’t shout. He screamed. “I’m a better wizard, a better man, than my father could ever hope to be. I got around his and the cult’s defenses. If that paladin bitch hadn’t interfered, I’d already have what I need.”

	“You couldn’t have Wilbur or Erik involved,” Trorm said. “You were protecting them.”

	“That’s what friends do,” Arlen snapped. “Not that you’d know anything about that.”

	“I know more on the subject than you pretend to,” Trorm said. “But it doesn’t matter. I don’t have to be the one to take you down. You’ve already got a paladin after you.”

	“I know.” Trorm could practically hear the smile in Arlen’s voice. “I’ve got her.”

	Beside Trorm, Abigail stiffened. Had she been able to hear what was said? Trorm looked a little closer and noticed she was wearing some sort of earpiece. She’d been eavesdropping the whole conversation. 

	“Prove it,” Trorm said. 

	There was a moment of silence, then, “Don’t give him anything!” There was no mistaking that authoritative voice. A moment later, the phone dinged with a text message. It was a picture of Lilian tied to a folding chair. 

	“Proof enough?” Arlen asked. 

	“What do you want?” Trorm asked. 

	“What do you know, maybe you do understand friendship. Or maybe you think getting her back’s the best way to stop me,” Arlen mused. 

	“What do you want?” Trorm asked again. 

	“What do you think I want?” Arlen snapped. “I want the fucking paperweight, Trorm. Bring it to the football field tonight at eleven thirty.” 

	“Or what?” Trorm asked. 

	That brought Arlen up short. “What do you mean?”

	“I mean, what happens if I don’t? You’ll kill her? You haven’t killed anyone yet, Arlen. You think I’ll believe you’ll start now?”

	Abigail punched him in the ribs. He supposed it was a hard punch for her. She stepped back, shaking her hand and glaring at him like it was his fault she’d hurt her hand punching him. 

	“Let her go,” Trorm said. “No one else needs to get hurt.”

	“You’re right, they don’t,” Arlen said. “But that’s up to you. I believe in my cause. If the paladin has to be sacrificed…that’s on you. Because I will kill her, Trorm. Do you believe me?”

	Trorm didn’t answer. 

	“Do you?” Arlen pressed. 

	“I do.”

	“Eleven thirty,” Arlen said. “Bring my paperweight. I’ll bring the paladin.” He hung up. 

	“That apeshit dogfuck son of a whore!” Abigail all but screamed. “That crazy bastard’s got my sister!” 

	She turned and started to storm from the room. 

	“Where are you going?” Trorm asked. 

	“I’m going to my room to use my computer,” Abigail said. “That slimy skunkwhore’s got my sister.” She whirled on him, finger pointing right at his chest. “Don’t you dare try to stop me, Trorm!” 

	“I’m not,” he said. “I want to help you.”

	“Because I’ll—what?” She seemed to stumble without actually moving. “You do?”

	He nodded. “You are an honorable woman and it is my privilege to know you. I would be your ally against this foe.”

	She blinked.

	“Is that a fancy way of saying you’ll help her beat that asshole until he’s a bloody stain on the floor?” Winnie asked. 

	Trorm nodded. “Exactly. He has Lilian, but this changes little. Abigail, I promised you could help me earlier. I stand by my word. Will you still follow me as war chief?”

	Abigail frowned. “You say that…you’ve done this before?”

	“Not this, exactly,” Trorm said. “But similar. I intend to be the Arcane Advisor to the Glorious Horde. I have dealt with a few similar situations.” None of which he wanted to get into at the moment. 

	“You know how to get her back?” Abigail said. 

	“I don’t yet,” Trorm said. “But I have an idea. And if the two of you are willing to assist me, I believe I have the makings of a plan.”

	Abigail gave a nod. All eyes turned to Winnie. 

	“What? Like I’m missing out on this?” She grinned. “Count me in. What’s first?”

	“First,” Trorm said. “We need to call Tibs. After that, we gather intelligence and prepare for our assault.”

	“Assault?” Abigail asked. 

	“Arlen’s greatest advantage is that he holds Lilian,” Trorm said. “Do either of you feel that he has acted with honor or will honor any sort of deal with us?”

	Both answered in the negative. 

	“Then we must plan with the expectation of violence.” Trorm allowed the cold fury inside of him to touch his eyes and pull his mouth into a dangerous grin. “And I intend much violence.”
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	Trorm stood alone at the stadium’s fifty-yard line. Without the lights, the field was pitch black. That suited Trorm just fine. It was a welcome change from the aggressively bright world he’d had to live in over the past week. If he stayed, he’d have to try and get more night classes. A diurnal schedule would eventually mess him up. 

	A wind blew through the stadium, cool and carrying the faint scent of metal from the empty seats. It soothed Trorm. He was not on edge, exactly. His muscles brimmed with energy and the grip on his staff was much too tight. Waiting for a fight was not a new experience. A part of him reveled in the sensation of feeling his own heart pound, the tension running through his hands and forearms, and hearing the rush of his own blood. 

	But he’d never had to wait for one with so much on the line. If anything went wrong tonight his dreams, his life’s ambition, would be shattered. To say nothing of the family that had kindly taken him in, if with some reluctance. 

	It was a good thing he’d had the presence of mind to come to the football stadium earlier. The structure resisted spellcasting. It could be done, but it took twice the effort to manage something smaller and the level of difficulty seemed to scale with the spells. Arlen had chosen his battlefield well. No doubt he was familiar with what worked best here and what did not. Trorm had not been able to test as well as he would have liked or he’d have left himself exhausted and vulnerable. 

	He’d have to rely on the plans he and the others had laid out. Trorm did not care for entrusting his success to other people. That said, he could safely presume that Arlen would not expect it. 

	The lights came to life, faster and sharper than they had any right to. Stadium lights normally took some time to warm up. Magic must have been involved. One moment the stadium was a motley of shadows and the next it was bright as day. Trorm winced, raising a hand to shield his eyes from the sudden onslaught. He returned his sunglasses to his face. He’d been hoping he wouldn’t have to risk them in what promised to be a fight, but he’d be useless if he couldn’t see. 

	When he lowered his arm, he saw Arlen approaching him from the home team side of the field. It made Trorm want to role his eyes. Arlen carried a rod in one hand and beside him walked Lilian, her arms bound behind her back, a gag in her mouth. Her glare should have been enough to set Arlen on fire. 

	He stopped ten yards from Trorm and looked around. “Wow. You really did come by yourself.”

	“You expected otherwise?” Trorm asked. 

	“Actually, yeah, I did,” Arlen replied with a shrug. “But whatever, guess it doesn’t matter. My paperweight?”

	Trorm had brought the thing in a disposable grocery bag. He withdrew the hefty horse head and let the bag fall to the field and blow away in the wind. “My paladin?” 

	“Paperweight first,” Arlen said. 

	Trorm shook his head. “Really?”

	Arlen shrugged. “Fine. I’ll send her over. When she’s halfway to you, you toss me the paperweight.”

	Trorm shrugged. “Works for me.”

	Lilian made a protesting sound through her gag and shook her head. 

	Arlen gave her a shove between the shoulder blades. “The fuck are we waiting for then? Move.”

	Lilian glared at him, then began moving. When she reached the halfway point, Trorm tossed the paperweight over her head toward Arlen. 

	Lilian’s bonds fell away and she leapt up into the air, intercepting the paperweight. 

	She came down in a crouch, tearing the gag from her mouth as she began twisting the horse head open. 

	Trorm raised his eyebrows. “Didn’t see that coming.”

	Arlen shrugged. “Nothing personal. But this way I get both the item and keep my hostage. My associate here’s going to be going home with you to take her place. That’ll—what?”

	The shapeshifter tossed aside the two halves of the horsehead paperweight. They fell to the field, gleaming in the stadium lights. Her hands were empty. She glared at Trorm. “Where’s the summoning crystal?” 

	He smirked. “I thought the deal was for the paperweight.”

	Arlen’s face contorted. RAGE. The expression on his face didn’t last but the emotion remained listed on Trorm’s lenses. “Cute Trorm. Real cute. Where’s my crystal?”

	“Where’s Lilian?” Trorm replied. 

	Arlen sighed. “We really going to do this? Are you wanting to make this a fight that bad?”

	“You picked this fight,” Trorm said. “I’m just finishing it.”

	“Fine, whatever. Go kill him. I’ll cover you,” Arlen said to the doppelganger, still wearing Lilian’s face. 

	She glanced back at him. “Fight your own battles.” She took off, legs elongating and chest deepening, moving far faster than Lilian could have ever hoped to manage and leaving the two football players standing there in an empty field.

	“This is awkward,” Arlen said. 

	Trorm’s phone chimed with a text. He held up a finger. “Just a sec.”

	“Oh, no, please. Check your texts. It’s not like I’m holding your friend’s life in my hands or anything.”

	“Glad you comprehend the situation,” Trorm said, reading the message. 

	“You’re glad I comprehend the fucking situation?” Arlen demanded. “Do you have any fucking clue what’s going on right now?”

	“Probably better than you do,” Trorm said, putting his phone away. “Did you really think your apartment was a good place to hide her?”

	Arlen’s face became an impassive mask. SHOCK. RAGE. HATRED.  

	

	Earlier…

	 

	“I don’t understand why we can’t just go get her now,” Abigail said, gesturing at her computer screen. “We know she’s right there.” 

	She had done some trick with her computer that Trorm thought used triangulation, but he wasn’t quite sure, and traced Arlen’s phone. His conversation had taken place from an apartment not too far from the university. Lilian’s voice on the phone had been too seamless and messy to be faked, meaning that that’s where she was. 

	“Because we know for sure he’s there right now,” Trorm said. “We want to get her out with minimum risk. A fight there…we put the buildings occupants in danger.”

	“So, what do we do?”

	“Put a watch on the apartment,” Trorm said. “When he leaves to meet me, break the window, climb inside, and rescue Lilian.”

	Winnie cleared her throat and they both turned to look at her. “Or, you know, I could just unlock the door with a credit card.” 

	Trorm raised an eyebrow.

	“You know how to do that?” Abigail asked. 

	Winnie shrugged and offered up a smirk. “I wasn’t always a good little bunny.”

	Trorm held up a finger. “We will definitely return to that subject later. For the moment, are you comfortable keeping an eye on Arlen’s apartment and getting past whatever security he’s got installed? He might not be a graduate, but he is a wizard.”

	“Meh, I got this,” Winnie said, waving a dismissive hand. “Like, totally got it.”

	Abigail and Trorm exchanged a glance. 

	“I trust her,” Trorm said. 

	“Of course, you do,” Abigail muttered. “You’re fucking her.”

	Trorm pretended not to hear her.  

	 

	Present…

	

	“She’ll be on her way to the police by now,” Trorm said. “They might not take the word of an orc, but I’m sure they’ll believe a paladin when she tells them what you’ve been up to.”

	HATRED. The display did not match the calm, almost genial expression on Arlen’s face as he offered up a careless shrug. “Guess I’ll just have to kill you all.”

	Arlen spun around and took off running. 

	Trorm cursed and chased after him. It was no use. Trorm had good reflexes and decent speed but Arlen was a running back. Sprinting down a football field and not getting caught or tackled was exactly what he’d been training to do for years. Trorm kept after him, but the distance between them grew and grew. 

	Arlen was almost to the tunnel that would lead down to the locker room when a security gate dropped in front of him, cutting off his escape. 

	All around the stadium rang the clang of metal striking something solid. Trorm allowed himself a savage grin as Arlen looked about in obvious confusion. Abigail had done her part well. She’d been torn between helping Winnie rescue Lilian from Arlen’s apartment or sneaking into the stadium to take over the systems there and providing Trorm with support. In the end though, she had agreed to go where her skills would make the greatest difference. 

	“You’re trapped, Arlen,” Trorm called out, racing forward, staff upraised like a club. With the stadium’s magical defenses casting would be absurdly difficult. Fortunately, Trorm didn’t need magic to beat Arlen into unconsciousness. 

	Arlen glared at Trom and held aloft his hand. “Attack!” 

	At first nothing happened. Then slimians came pouring out of the bleachers. A horde of them. Far more than had been at the Roaring Stag or the frat party. Trorm knew how to get around their innate spell resistance now, though it did him no good.  

	“You think you’re the only wizard here?” Arlen demanded. “That trick with the paperweight wasn’t bad and getting the gate closed is a neat trick, but I’ve planned contingencies for this.”

	He must have summoned them outside of the stadium and had them waiting, Trorm thought. That’s why he delayed until late at night. Arlen had been stalling to summon his army ahead of time and get them into position to attack Trorm in a place where he couldn’t use his greatest weapon. 

	Trorm quit running after Arlen, coming to a stop. Killing him or knocking him out wouldn’t stop the summons. Spellcasting like this wasn’t anything like the movies liked to pretend, where if you just killed the wizard or destroyed the ancient artifact the spells would all miraculously come undone and their summons would crumple. Didn’t he wish it was like that.

	The slimians moved fast, pouring from the bleachers in an oozing wave of rubbery monkey faces and tentacles covered in eyes, beaks, and claws. They moved in slithering hops. It was almost like watching a wave of hot, bubbling tar or oil come at him. Several of them opened their faces like grotesque flesh flowers to reveal petalled maws filled with hooked fangs.

	“Face it, Froggy,” Arlen said. “You got outplayed. You didn’t do bad for an orc though. Frozen hells, you did pretty good for a freshman.”

	Trorm shook his head and raised his staff high overhead. An echoing sound followed by crackling pulsed through the stadium, making him and Arlen both wince as it assaulted their ears. Feedback from a microphone hooked up to every single device in the structure. Silence followed the sound. Then came music. 

	 

	Coldstorm! Coldstorm!

	Unleash the fury

	Rise to the fight!

	Magic courses through his blood

	Flood this stadium with light!

	 

	Tib’s song blasted through Trorm filling him with energy as he reached for his magic. The stadium resisted him. Like reaching through a layer of molasses to lift up objects that should only weigh half of what they did. Boosted as he was, Trorm pushed through and with a roar, unleashed a burst of chain lightning that ripped into the oncoming slimians. The eldritch creatures at the front burst like boils in clouds of blood and steaming puss. 

	“I am far from finished,” Trorm said, barely audible over the blasting music and shrieking creatures. 

	The horde came on, slithering through and bouncing over the remains of their fallen without a care. They screamed and cackled with madness, tentacles flailing, fangs bared. 

	Trorm roared and readied to cast again, hoping that Arlen bought his bluff. Because Trorm hadn’t been able to put together any other plans. Tibs and Abigail were in the stadium but they were hidden and out of the fight. It all came down to him holding Arlen here until Lilian and Winnie could get the cops to come. 

	And trying to stay alive until then. 

	

Chapter Seventeen
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	The fight was not going well. 

	Trorm threw up a shield between himself and the horde and held it before him, an invisible barrier that caught the attacks of those that made it past his lightning. Slime and blood hung in the air where the tentacles had slapped against his shield. Initially there’d only been a few odd splatters. Now the shield was so thickly covered that it was nearly impossible to see through. 

	And his blasts of chain lightning were being delivered less frequently. 

	The problem had many fronts compounding it. First and foremost was the sheer number of slimians that Arlen had summoned. Trorm simply couldn’t blast them all. Being in the stadium weakened his spellcasting, and even with Tib’s music blasting through every fiber of his being, singing about how great his magic was, Trorm being able to cast at all was an impressive feat. 

	He let flight blasting, leaping bolt after bolt. Electricity coursing through the slimian ranks and making them explode. Just not quickly enough. One got through, bounced off of his shield, and made to move around him. Trorm let fly another bolt, then spun to crush the thing’s head in with a blow from his staff. 

	The slimian fell over dead, but in the time it took him to kill it, three more had managed to close the distance. He blasted them with a chain lightning spell, killing them all and sending the remnants of the lightning from them into the horde. Which had taken advantage of his distraction to close even more distance between him and them. 

	Every second Trorm was not obliterating them with lightning they drew closer. More and more slipped through his defenses, forcing him to maneuver his shield and slow his casting, which allowed them closer still. They didn’t care how many of their companions he annihilated. The creatures seemed to have neither a sense of companionship nor even basic self-preparation. It was like fighting an army of idiots who didn’t realize how weak or insignificant they were. All they cared about was killing Trorm. 

	Trorm let out a bellow and spun himself in a circle, using his force shield like a battering ram, staff extended in the opposite direction and letting fly a tempest of electricity. It was not the refined casting of his arc lightning, it simply blasted everything in its path. It’s path only existed for a brief few seconds though. Trorm used, them, spinning back around to club the slimians knocked over by his shield that hadn’t gotten caught up in the burst of lightning. 

	He twisted, intending to get his floating shield back up between himself and the slimians no doubt circling around behind him. That was the only thing that saved him as Arlen crashed into him with blinding speed, a wand spewing fire in one hand, and a hunting knife, blade flashing in the stadium lights, in the other. 

	The flames were caught upon the shield, boiling away the slime clinging to the invisible barrier in an angry hiss. The shield only partially stopped the heat from getting through, having been designed primarily to serve as a kinetic barrier. Spellcasters were uncommon among orcs and Trorm had focused his spells on dealing with more physical threats rather than energy-based ones. 

	The pain of it almost kept him from getting his staff up in time to ward off the knife thrust. Close as Arlen was, Trorm couldn’t properly ward him off with his long weapon. The blade skipped over the wooden haft, scored a shallow cut across his knuckles, and then was brought in low in a thrust meant to slip up beneath Trorm’s ribs. 

	Trorm had never been more grateful for a lifetime spent with his more imposing, violence-loving brothers. He threw himself forward, accepting the attack, but taking it across his ribs instead of under them. The blade scored through his flesh, spraying blood. Painful, but ultimately a flesh wound. 

	Arlen’s eyes went wide. If he had any experience fighting with a knife it probably wasn’t against anyone who was themselves experienced in fighting back. Up close, Trorm brought his elbow around, cracking Arlen across the temple, simultaneously bringing the butt of his staff in low to strike the back of his opponent’s knee. Arlen dropped with a shout, the flames from his wand winking out. 

	Trorm made to strike him across the face with his staff, but a slimian launched itself at him. Then another. He caught the first with the head of his staff, and the second on his force field and let fly another burst of chain lightning. The necessarily alterations that allowed the spell to penetrate the slimian’s natural resistance also made it target them, sparing Arlen from his electric wrath. 

	By the time the two slimian’s attacking him, as well as the half dozen others that had closed while he was distracted, were taken care of, Arlen was back on his feet, darting back, and then coming back in. Flames and blade at the ready. 

	Trorm made to stop him with his staff but Arlen moved, ducking around it with inhuman speed. Trorm caught the blade with his force shield and barely knocked his opponent’s wand hand aside in time to prevent taking a tongue of flame across the face. The stream of fire instead enveloped another slimian, which shrieked as it died. 

	The blade flashed. Arlen bobbed and weaved. Trorm spun his staff, using it like a polearm. Between it and his force shield he was barely able to keep Arlen at bay. The man was just too fast. Faster than any man had a right to be. The reason for that clicked into place in Trorm’s mind an instant before pain exploded up his back. 

	While focusing on Arlen, a slimian had struck him from behind, lashing his back with a barbed tentacle, hooks and beaks sinking into his flesh and then ripping free in great chunks. Blood, cloth, and skin with bits of muscle sprayed. 

	Trorm fell to the ground. His shield vanished. He flung a hand behind him and cast wildly with an unfocussed burst of lightning. The slimian’s immediately behind him died. It was a mistake. Trorm staggered to his knees. Arlen stood before him. He tried to cast and found that it was like trying to pick up a perfectly round boulder covered in oil with only one hand. The magic rose, then slipped from his exhausted grasp. 

	Arlen grinned down at him, a small tongue of flames dancing at the tip of his wand. That should have registered with him sooner. The flame spells should have given Arlen away rather than the enhanced speed. Somehow just knowing that Arlen was also a wizard had caused Trorm to overlook something that now seemed glaringly obvious. 

	“How are you casting here?” Trorm asked through ragged breathing. “The stadium….”

	Arlen’s grin widened. “What can I say, Froggy. I got homefield advantage.”

	“You’ve been cheating.” He couldn’t say why that mattered so much to him. Out of everything that had been revealed this evening, including Arlen’s apparent willingness to commit group homicide, that fact somehow seemed the most shocking. “Football…that’s why…you’re so fast.”

	Arlen’s grin died. “Really? I’m going to remake the world and you’re interested in a stupid game?”

	“Not the game,” Trorm heaved. “The honor. You’ve betrayed…the team’s honor.” 

	It was a crack. A flaw. The final flaw. As wrong as Arlen’s reasoning was, as disgusting as it was, Trorm had on some level been able to empathize with him. To see that there was an argument to be made from his point of view. This though…this wasn’t just a crack in his argument. It was a fissure in the foundation, the very bedrock of his character. Whatever it was Arlen was fighting for, it wasn’t for some greater good. 

	Oh, the bastard might believe that it was. He’d probably been lying to himself for so long that he could no longer tell the truth from the lie. And the truth was that whatever he was doing, the root of it was ultimately self-serving, destructive, and completely without honor. 

	Trorm bared his tusks. He would not lose to this bastard. He would not. 

	He made to lunge forward, intending to break Arlen’s neck with his bare hands. Arlen leapt back, inhumanly fast. What had he said? A homefield advantage. Was he somehow tapping into the magic powering the stadium itself? Could Trorm do that?

	“Whoah!” Arlen laughed. “Almost got me you slippery bastard.” He waved a hand and the slimians crept forward. “You know, you talk a lot about honor and fighting and shit, but I bet if they eat you alive, you’ll die screaming like any other bitch.”

	A shadow fell across Arlen. 

	He spotted it at the last instant and spun aside. Winnie’s baseball bat cracked into the hand holding his wand instead of his skull. Bone and blood exploded through Arlen’s skin. He screamed, moving back faster than anyone suddenly injured had a right to move. 

	Winnie kept after him, screaming in a sudden rage. She was still wearing her cheerleader uniform and the contrast between it and the raw savagery on her face and the force of her attacks was not just jarring, it was terrifying. “You cheating fuck! Do you have any idea what you’ve done to the team? All of our wins? Our records?”

	That almost made Trorm laugh. She was a cheerleader through and through. 

	Her natural lagothrope speed almost let her keep up with Arlen, who was forced onto the defensive. Not a good position to take when armed only with a knife. Arlen seemed to realize this too because he bellowed and a wall of flames erupted between him and Winnie, disrupting her attack just as a peel of thunder reverberated through the stadium. 

	Trorm turned to find Lilian rushing toward them, her sword in one hand, a smoking revolver in the other. That shield had gone up just in time to save Arlen’s life. She shifted her aim and fired twice more. Two slimians that had leapt at Trorm were suddenly flying through the air without their heads. 

	He rose up, swinging his staff around to beat back more of the attackers. Lilian reached him at about the same time as Winnie, who’d been forced back by the intensity of the firewall’s heat. Lilian engulfed them both in light and the pain in Trorm’s back and across his ribs eased a little. He let out a sigh of relief. 

	The slimians tried to come at them, but were repelled by Lilian’s divine aura. Apparently not even the stadium could prevent a god’s work from being done. She holstered her revolver and produced a stoppered vial full of shimmering purple liquid. “Drink this!” 

	Trom took it. “Where are the police? I thought you were supposed to go to them?”

	Lilian rolled her eyes. “I have a phone, Trorm. I don’t need to go there in person to let them know what’s going on. They’re on their way here.”

	Reinforcements were coming. That was good. But they were still minutes away at least. Minutes would be all it would take for Arlen and his minions to regain their footing and overtake them. If that. 

	“We need to go on the offensive,” Trorm said. 

	“Like, duh,” Winnie said. “Drink your potion already.”

	Trorm pulled the stopper out with his teeth and downed the contents. It tasted like blood and cotton candy. His ribs and back stopped hurting altogether. Energy surged through him. He could reach for his magic once again. 

	He glanced at Lilian. “A health and mana potion?” Expensive didn’t begin to cover it.

	“Make it count,” she said. 

	He nodded. “Like the warehouse?”

	“Do it.”

	He drew upon her divine power, focused it into his shield, energized by Tib’s music, still blasting through every speaker in the stadium, and pushed. A bubble of light exploded out from him, liquifying the slimians where they stood. 

	The three of them turned as one to regard the wall of flames between them and Arlen. Injured and with his minions gone, he was still dangerous. They could hear him screaming unintelligible words from behind his flaming barrier. In fact, it sounded a lot like… 

	“He’s casting!” Trorm cried out. 

	The flames vanished and a pillar of pure darkness erupted from where it had been. The stadium lights flickered. Something enormous slithered free, tentacles writhing across the field. 

	Tib’s music faltered, the bard shocked into silence by the creature’s sudden appearance. 

	“Thodos preserve us,” Lilian whispered. 

	Winnie shook her head. “Like, yeah.”



Chapter Eighteen
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	The creature was big. Bigger than its shape should have allowed it to be in this reality. Oh, there were some things, such as ancient dragons, whose size could rival buildings. But those things made a kind of sense. Their anatomy belonged. Their skeletal structures and natural magic made sense. This slimy thing might have been able to survive in the lightless depths of the ocean, but it should have been crushed beneath its own bulk on land. 

	At first Trorm thought it was the size of a school bus. Then it kept growing, pulsing, bursting with pus and ooze as it pulled free of the shadows in the ground, doubling in size. Then doubling again. Now someone suicidal enough could drive a school bus through its gaping, toothless maw and down its gullet. 

	Trorm’s brain struggled to come up with earthly analogs for this thing. A cross between a leach and a salamander? A lamprey and a lizard? But it was covered in tentacles. Tentacles that gleamed with glowing green slime and blinked at him with eyes positioned next to maws and beaks, incongruously filled with teeth that the mouth attached to what Trorm tentatively thought of as the head completely lacked. 

	The thing seemed to have legs but no real sense of how to use them as it flopped ungainly about. Whatever it was, this was not where it belonged. For a moment, Trorm actually felt bad for the thing, the way he might any animal released abruptly into an unfamiliar ecosystem. Then those many eyes affixed on him and the sightless head turned. Not so sightless. He could feel it watching him. Taking his measure. 

	Trorm’s sunglasses tried to give him a reading but instead gave him a series of gibberish text followed by HUNGRY.  

	It spoke, its voice a warbling sound that wanted to be a whisper but was simply too huge. The sound of it made him feel as if his brain were bleeding. “Youuuu willll beeee delicioussssssss.”

	Trorm stopped feeling bad for it. 

	Magic coursed through him, restored by Lilian’s potion. His body returned to peak capacity with it. He felt as if he could run a marathon while solving calculus problems on a whiteboard he was carrying. He mentally checked himself. Potions could have odd effects like that at times. This was not a moment to indulge the accompanying sensations, even if they were somewhat beneficial. 

	He reached for his magic and found it easily. So easily that he almost lost his hold on it. Up until that point, trying to cast in the stadium had been several times more difficult than it should have been. Like running with weights strapped to his arms and legs. Now it flowed freely, not only without resistance, but almost eagerly. Like a damn had been broken and all that had been withheld was suddenly bursting forth. 

	And then it dawned on Trorm what had happened. Arlen had somehow been able to tap into the stadium’s magic to cast transmutation and evocation spells, augmenting his speed and allowing him to attack with gouts of flame. He must have tapped into it again for this summoning and instead of simply using a piece, he’d poured all of the considerable magic the enchanted structure had to offer into his spell. 

	Trorm felt almost sick thinking of what he might have been able to accomplish if he’d had the summoning crystal on him here. Would this creature be even larger? Large enough to swallow a dragon, perhaps? Would its stay be permanent or would there have simply been more of them? Trorm could just envision a horde of this things piling over themselves like the slimians, washing over cities and slurping down the occupants.  

	With a roar, he heaved his staff up and let fly a bolt of lightning into the thing’s face. He bellowed, pouring on the magic. He felt invincible with the stadium’s enchantment not only broken, but aiding him, filling him with so much energy he could barely handle it. So, he didn’t try. He did not direct the bolt or try to manipulate it, he performed the simplest of evocation techniques and transformed magic into raw electrical energy. 

	Smoke and steam erupted from the thing’s face with a hiss as the slime there was burned away. Then he felt his magic hit something. A resistance not unlike what he’d felt with the slimians before, but different enough that he couldn’t navigate or manipulate it quickly. And massive enough that he wasn’t sure he could even if he had time on his side. Whatever this thing was, it could resist magic, and resist it far better than its tinier cousins. 

	The spell ended. The steam and smoke cleared, revealing a circle of scorched and blistered flesh a yard in diameter upon the things head, right between where its eyes would have been. It was bad enough to have dropped an elephant. 

	The creature let out a series of bellowed hisses that might have been laughter, and came at them. 

	Trorm threw up his force shield and the thing crashed into it with such force that he could feel both it and himself being driven back. He planted his feet. Astroturf was pulled up as he was pushed back. The thing battered at his shield and then began to press into it and reach upward, seeking the edges like a snake in an aquarium seeking the top by feeling out the glass boundaries. The weight of it was near enough to make his knees buckle and he nearly lost the will to maintain the spell. But it held. 

	Tentacles reached out like serpents the size of trees, snaking around the shield, reaching for them. Lilian fired off the remaining shots in her revolver, earning several slimy splashes, then charged forward with her sword, going for the left side of Trorm’s shield. Winnie let out a yell of her own and leapt after her, baseball bat held high aloft, a manic grin on her face as she took the right side. 

	Tib’s began his music again. Trorm hadn’t even realized he’d stopped. His voice and guitar belted through the speakers, echoing throughout the stadium, filling the three of them with power and energy as they fought. 

	Trorm braced himself and bolstered his shield. 

	The glow about Lilian brightened and her sword parted the tentacle flesh like a blowtorch taken to paper mâché. Slime exploded from the cuts and then boiled away in the air, turning to viscous steam. 

	Winnie was having far worse luck. She leapt and dodged, striking each tentacle with more momentum and force than anyone with bones could have survived, but the alien nature of the creature defied her attacks. A bludgeon was simply a poor tool to use against something with no bones. It was like trying to cut a steak by slamming it over and over again and hoping something would tear. Only her lagothrope reflexes and speed kept her alive. 

	The thing let out a bellow and pushed harder against Trorm’s shield. It bellowed back and dug in his feet. It wasn’t about mass or physical strength, it was about willpower, and Trorm had that. He dug deep and pushed and held. 

	Barely discernable behind the creature, Trorm spotted Arlen. He was making his way around, searching for a new escape route. 

	“This isn’t working,” Trorm shouted. “We need a…” he trailed off, as a tentacle tried to strike Lilian but was repelled by her glowing aura and then severed. He glanced from her to the lights overhead. The stadium might not be done giving to them yet. 

	“New plan!” he bellowed. “Lilian, can you bless the lights?”

	She pulled back, her successful offensive offering her a moment’s reprieve. “What’s that?”

	“The stadium lights,” he said pointing. “Can you bless them?” 

	She stared for a moment, then smacked herself on the forehead. “I can do that!” 

	She started to take off, paused, then tossed her sword at Trorm’s feet. “Think you’ll need that more than me right now!” RESPECT.

	Trorm took the sword up as she took off. He briefly considered giving it to Winnie but she seemed to have no training with the weapon, especially if the way she swung her bat was any indication. Fast she might be, and elegant in a savage way, but there was a certain finesse lacking in her fighting style that suggested that the calculation of edge alignment would not a good fit for her. She’d try to use the sword like an axe and that would not work out well for her or the weapon. And he couldn’t disrespect Lilian’s weapon. Not after she’d entrusted it to him. Besides, limited by comparison though it was, he did have some measure of proficiency with swords. 

	A tentacle nearly took Winnie in the face. She batted at it and it came at her again. She wasn’t doing any good where she was and was likely to get hurt. “Winnie! Arlen’s escaping!” 

	As much as he’d like to crush Arlen’s skull in himself, he was the only one who could hold back this creature until Lilian blessed the lights. And Winnie was fast enough that injured and without the stadium to grant him supernatural speed, she just might be able to not only catch up, but get the drop on Arlen. 

	She glanced at him, looked past the writhing tentacles at the wide receiver who’d betrayed his football team, and a look came over her face that made Trorm very glad that she was on his side. He made a mental note to clear away any and all sharp implements from near his bed should Winnie ever spend the night with him. 

	“He’s fucking dead!” she screamed. 

	Winnie took off, dodging through the tentacles with ease and closing in on Arlen. Trorm had just a moment to glimpse Arlen jumping in shock as she came for him before a tentacle reached around the shield and nearly swiped him across the face. With both of the girls gone, there was nothing keeping them back from him. 

	He started to try and widen the shield, only for the thing to start pulling away. Trorm started in confusion. What was it doing? It had been trying to kill him since it had been summoned. What did it…Arlen. It was still his creature and with Winnie after him he must have commanded it to come to his aid. 

	Trorm could not allow that to happen. He dropped his shield and blasted the thing in the face with another bolt of lightning. This time it flinched. He held aloft his staff in one hand and his borrowed sword in the other. The creature glanced at him, hissing, then made to pull away again. He blasted it with another bolt and, feeling like the world’s dumbest wizard, charged the massive eldritch horror. 

	Whatever the creature had expected it had not been this. When the smoke cleared away and it sensed his approach it gave something very much like a doubletake. Trorm let fly a third blast, charging forward as he sprayed the beast down with electricity until he was close enough to ram the paladin’s sword right into its snout where he’d been blasting. 

	The charred flesh boiled and rippled, falling away from the blessed blade. He pushed forward, trying to drive it in as deep as he could. Shadows fell upon him. The thing screamed and its tentacles thrashed, lashing out to catch him, only to freeze scant inches away. 

	Slimy bubbled and the flesh lost its solidity. The stadium lights didn’t just shine, they shone with a radiance that boiled this eldritch abomination away. It fell over, thrashing, and Trorm had to throw himself to the side to avoid getting crushed. He rolled, came up, staff and sword held ready, only to watch in awe as the thing writhed about like a worm pinned in place. 

	Reaching for the very last reserves of magic within himself, Trorm let fly one final bolt. This time it did not meet with the creature’s usual resistance. The spell exploded into the creature, burning and boring its way right into the thing’s center mass. When the lightning bolt faded, the holy light of the stadium shone directly into the creature’s insides. They melted.       

	The thing fell in a putrid pile to the ground, steaming and bubbling as it died. 

	Trorm just about fell over, completely spent. It was over. They’d won. 

	“Stay the fuck away from me or the bunny gets it!” 

	He turned to find Arlen with his knife at Winnie’s through. Somehow, he’d managed to get the drop on her and was pinning her in place with his bad arm, the shard of bone sticking out of him jabbing into her like her might stab her with it. From the bleeding on her side, he might have already done so once. 

	Trorm looked for Lilian. She was too far away and unarmed, having dropped her gun after it had run out of ammo. Trorm still held her sword. He held his staff too though and reached for his magic…and found nothing. He had nothing left to give. 

	Tib’s music cut out, leaving the stadium in eerie silence. 

	“Like, roast the fucker, Trorm!” Winnie called out. 

	“Shut up,” Arlen snapped. “You want to get blasted too?”

	They didn’t realize he was out of magic. If he could just—

	A sound like thunder shattered the silence and echoed through the stadium. Arlen’s head became a spray of red gelatinous mass and exploded away from him. 

	Winnie screamed, falling and clutching her sensitive rabbit ears. 

	Trorm looked around wildly, and found Abigail. She’d snuck around through the stadium behind Arlen and stood only a little way behind where he’d stood, holding a smoking gun in a professional, two handed grip. 

	“Got ya,” she said, as in the distance police sirens sounded. 

	

Chapter Nineteen
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	The fallout was enormous. 

	Everyone was under investigation. If Abigail and Tibs hadn’t set up the recording devices that they had, everything would have been a lot worse for the group. As it was, there were talks about Abigail standing trial for murder. Quiet talks.      Tibs had put the entire recording online and the jury pool was so contaminated that there was next to no way she’d be convicted if charges were brought against her. Nobody blamed her for what had happened. 

	They blamed Trorm. 

	Or at least the fans did. The discovery that Arlen had been cheating, possibly throughout his entire collegiate career, had thrown the team’s last three seasons out the window. The league was coming down on the university like a hammer and the fans were rising up even louder. Trorm shut down his social media accounts and added a filter to his email. The sheer amount of hateful messages being sent his way would have been overwhelming had he allowed himself to dwell on it. 

	Trorm was more concerned about the team itself. None of his fellow players seemed to know what to do. They practiced with him but otherwise ignored him. It seemed to Trorm that they were waiting for him to prove himself capable as more than a whistleblower. If the team was allowed to play again, he’d show them he was. The coach had taken him aside, given him a thorough tongue lashing, then assured him that his scholarship was safe. Trorm didn’t know whether the man was more pissed that Arlen had been cheating in the first place or that Trorm had uncovered it so publicly.

	The cheerleaders had a much more positive reaction. While similarly devastated by the revelation, they hailed Trorm as a kind of hero, in no small part thanks to Winnie. They seemed to believe that if Abigail hadn’t shot Arlen that Trorm would have come up with something clever and rescued her. He didn’t dissuade them from that idea, though what he else could have done given the circumstances he had no idea. 

	Trorm’s biggest support, however, also came from online, courtesy of Tibs. The bard had transformed the footage of the fight into a music video, mostly featuring visuals of Trorm performing feats of magic, fighting off the slimians and the hungry horror that had later been summoned. His half-elf friend had even composed a new song about him and it was going viral. 

	In essence, everybody had an opinion on Trorm and each one was loud and different. A news report had actually been given about the Orcwatch app and site because of the suddenly burgeoning number of subscribers, all of whom seemed to be primarily focused on Trorm. For better or worse, Trorm Coldstorm had become a minor celebrity. 

	The only body that was quiet on the subject of Trorm, apart from Trorm himself, was the Academy of Arcane Ascension. They had issued no statement, offering neither reward nor condemnation for Trorm’s actions. They had said that the whole affair was a tragedy, that they regretted the loss of one of their students, and that said student’s actions may have undermined the integrity of Saint Scrolwerd. Trorm was never mentioned. He was okay with that. 

	A week after the event with Arlen, Trorm showed up on Professor Ismael Hunt’s doorstep and personally returned his summoning crystal. He did not wear his sunglasses. Using them to read the man’s emotions following the death of his son felt wrong. The conversation that followed was one of the most surreal experiences of Trorm’s life.

	Everything Trorm had learned about humans had led him to believe that they had a very peculiar grieving process. He had hoped for solemnity rather than rage from Professor Hunt, and he’d gotten it. He’d also gotten a thank you and a cup of coffee. The man had understood that the visit was an orcish way of showing honor and grief. Professor Hunt had apologized for not having anything stronger—the orcish tradition called for ale, or some other alcoholic beverage—but he didn’t keep any in the house.  

	They had talked about Arlen. Then they’d talked about spellcraft. When Trorm left, much later than he’d anticipated, he had the distinct impression that the man had been trying to convince him to change his focus and become a conjurer. Trorm couldn’t deny the utility of the conjuration spells, Arlen had soundly proven their effectiveness, even if he’d only summoned monsters. But his goal was set and Trorm would not be dissuaded from his course. 

	Professor Hunt had been aggrieved by the loss of his son, but he took it with honorable stoicism and directed his energies into being productive instead of shutting down. It raised Trorm’s esteem of him considerably. As did his electing not to press charges for the theft of his property, which it turned out he’d had no intention of allowing Arlen anywhere near. Trorm had almost asked about that. He’d decided against it. Let the son’s sins be buried with him and plague the father no longer. 

	Because the conversation had taken longer than expected, however, he was very nearly late for a very important date. Trorm pulled up in front of Winnie’s dorm just in time. She on the other hand, was nearly fifteen minutes late. The dress she sauntered out in did amazing things to her figure and the glittery purple fabric contrasted nicely with her fur. She had a matching purple lace ribbon done up on one of her ears. It should have looked childish but it paired well with the dress and instead gave her an extra something sexy. 

	Fortunately for Trorm she didn’t see him gawking when she made her appearance, glancing around for him. He grinned and stepped out of the car he’d been waiting in, causing her to do a double take. “You got a car?”

	“You look ravishing,” he said. 

	Her ears quivered and she gave him a surprisingly shy grin, tucking back a lock of hair that hadn’t really been out of place. “Thanks.” Then she jerked upright. “But you got a car!” 

	It was a sleek black Lexus. High class and low profile. He stepped around and opened her door for her. “I rented it for the evening.” It still had that new car smell. 

	She ducked inside, slowly taking her seat and examining the interior. “Rented?”

	He got back in the driver’s seat and pulled out into traffic. “Yes. We did not have a proper first courtship. I felt it appropriate to pick you up in something more befitting than a borrowed minivan.” 

	She giggled. “I’d have been fine with the van, you know.”

	“I wouldn’t have,” he said. 

	“You don’t have to impress me,” she said. “I’m already impressed with you.”

	“It’s not about impressing you,” he said. Then reconsidered. “Maybe it’s a little about impressing you. More importantly, it is my goal to show you how much you are worth to me. I know my own value. I want to convey to you that I know yours.”

	Winnie’s ears quivered all the way to the restaurant and she bounced out of the car when the valet opened her door, practically throwing herself into Trorm’s side and attaching herself to his arm. 

	“This is D. Lux,” she faux-whispered, then slammed a hand against his chest.

	“I know,” Trorm said. “I think they may have only given me a reservation because of the...my recent rise to infamy.”

	She giggled and bounced against him all the way to their table, her enthusiasm earning several odd looks from customers and servers alike. Those looks were followed by a double take when they realized on who’s arm she was on. Whether because of who he was, or what he was, Trorm could not tell. An orc and a lagothrope were not a common pairing it seemed. A few began whispering and a couple lifted their phones to snap pictures. 

	The staff quickly and discreetly put a stop to that and the pair were shown to a table in the back in a candlelit corner, dark and private. Just how they each preferred. 

	Winnie gave a nervous giggle as they were seated and Trorm ordered them both glasses of wine, speaking only after the server left. “I was afraid I was going to be, like, overdressed. You know?” She glanced around. Trorm could tell, even without his sunglasses, that she was nervous. 

	“I don’t,” Trorm said. “But I think you look attractive and desirable.”

	Winnie’s ears quivered. 

	The wine came and she took a gulp of it as soon as the server departed. “That’s…I meant I…Trorm, this is a lot.”

	He shrugged. “You are worth a lot. Sex with you is more than gratifying and you are a kind, generous, and savage person. I am glad to know you, and more glad to be with you in whatever this kind of relationship is called.” 

	That last earned a giggle. “This kind of relationship?”

	Trorm shrugged. “For all my studying, actually being here is very different. Determining the appropriate label is difficult and I did not wish to presume upon ours without at least consulting you.”

	One ear twitched as she considered his words. She looked as if she was about to tease him about it when a thought struck her and she sat up straighter. “Did you just call me savage?”

	Trorm nodded. “Watching you manically crush your foes with a smile on your face was one of the most attractive sights I’ve ever seen. I am honored to have fought beside you and glad you are my war-kin and not my enemy.”

	For a moment, her ears dropped, then they perked back up. “You…actually thought seeing me lose my shit was like, hot?”

	“That is what I said.”

	Winnie fell silent. The server came and took their order, turning first to Trorm. He ordered a large steak and Winnie told the waiter she’d have the same. Trorm gave her a funny look, which made her laugh. “What, you expected me to get some kind of rabbit food?”

	“The thought had crossed my mind,” he admitted. “You don’t prefer salad?”

	She shrugged, offering him a grin that showed her slight overbite and dripped with mischief. “What can I say? I’m feeling savage.” She reached across the table and took his hand. “Besides, I happen to be a fan of your meat.”

	It took Trorm a moment to process her meaning. Not because the wordplay was especially difficult to follow, but because it was so unexpected. When it did register, it made him freeze for a moment in place, even as an utterly primal piece of his soul howled in gleeful triumph. By the time he’d recovered, Winnie had slipped silently and discreetly beneath the table, completely concealed by the floor length white tablecloth draped over the sides. 

	A moment later he felt her pushing his knees apart and crawling between them, her delicate hands undoing his belt and fly. His growing erection brushed against the underside of the table before she could pull it down. Trorm clenched his teeth in an effort to swallow the groan of pleasure welling up from his chest as her soft fingers wrapped around his shaft. 

	“I just can’t get over how big you are,” Winnie whispered, voice barely audible. “It’s like the gods said, no one just isn’t enough, let’s squish two more into it.” 

	Trorm was torn between his imagination’s unwanted efforts to visualize that disturbing mental image and the primitive, masculine pleasure that her admiration sent surging through him. The conflict was ended a second later as her hand began stroking up and down his length. The wet, softness of her tongue began caressing the underside. Winnie worked her way from the midpoint to the tip of the helmeted head, leaving a cool trail of saliva. She let her hot breath blow over him, then tried taking the head in her mouth. 

	He could feel her struggle to open wide enough to take it in. Her teeth briefly brushed over his flesh before she could control herself, and then she had the tip of him in her mouth. She sucked, tongue lashing. 

	Trorm’s fist clenched on his napkin. He cast about, wishing he had something better to hold onto. There wasn’t anything. Holding the chair would give him away and everything on the table would break in his grip. The table! His hands found the edge and he faintly heard the wood groan in protest beneath his fingers. With an effort, he kept his mouth shut, lest any sound escape him. He hoped that anyone who managed to catch a glimpse of him in their hidden corner wouldn’t notice his hard breathing. 

	 Winnie pushed forward, filling her mouth with him. Trorm felt the head of his member meet resistance. Winnie kept pushing. He slid further in, pushing past the resistance. Her lips slid another inch down his shaft. It took every ounce of concentration Trorm had not to grunt or cry out. 

	“Hey Trorm,” said a familiar voice that made him jerk upright, letting go his hold on the table. 

	Distracted as he was, he hadn’t seen Abigail approach their table. She didn’t look out of place, wearing a small black dress that had a dangerously low neckline. She pushed a blue braid back over one shoulder, offering him a shy smile. 

	She hadn’t caught them. If she had realized what was going on, she’d be looking…not whatever it was she was looking. Trorm wished he was wearing his sunglasses. Abigail seemed an odd mixture of shy and confident that was very appealing. 

	“Hi, Abigail,” he said stupidly, then nearly spasmed. 

	Winnie, who had ceased her oral ministrations at the sound of Abigail’s voice, started up again, forcing her mouth to take another inch. Trorm dearly wished he hadn’t released his hold on the table. Grabbing it now would be obvious. 

	“Just so you know, Mom and Lilian have been trying to get in touch with you,” Abigail said. 

	“Oh?” Trorm asked, hoping it didn’t get stretched out too far. 

	Abigail nodded. “Yup. Look, I know you’re on a date, but you really should give them a text or something. Mom wants to make sure you know curfew’s midnight after the whole Arlen thing.” She shuddered at his name but kept on going. Trorm was impressed with how resilient she had proven. Killing one’s first enemy was never easy and could leave one with scars inside. “And I’ve no idea what Lilian wants. She wouldn’t say. But when I last saw her she was staring at her phone like she could make you call her back with her mind or something.”

	Trorm nodded. “Thank you. Umm…did you come all the way here to tell me that?”

	Abigail nodded. “I did, actually.”

	“H-how did you know where I was?” It was hard to think rationally. Winnie had begun bobbing up and down his length, taking him in slightly greater depth each time. Her lips, tongue, and hands coaxed out so many blissful sensations that they all but suffocated Trorm’s mind. 

	“I tracked your phone,” Abigail said flippantly. 

	“I-I turned my phone o-off.”

	Abigail gave him a look he couldn’t read. “I know.” She smiled when she said it. Did that mean she was pleased or amused with something?

	“Th-thank you for coming in p-person to tell me,” Trorm said, voice ragged.

	“No problem,” Abigail said, turning to leave. “See you later tonight, Trorm.”

	“See you later,” he replied.

	She hesitated a brief moment, then glanced at the table. “Bye, Winnie. Enjoy your date.”

	The sucking on Trorm’s member vanished. He could practically feel the stillness beneath the table. “Thanks, Abigail,” Winnie said from her hiding spot.

	Abigail left and Winnie attacked Trorm’s length. She seemed to have taken Abigail’s spotting her as some kind of challenge because her enthusiasm for the task seemed to triple. She sucked, slurped, stroked, and in a matter of moments, Trorm was forced to grip the edge of the table again as he exploded. 

	When he regained full faculty of his senses a short while later, Winnie was seated once again across from him at the table as if nothing had happened. Only her smirk suggested otherwise. 

	“I like her,” Winnie said, gesturing with her head in the direction Abigail had left. She reached across the table and laid her hand atop Trorm’s own, looking into his eyes. “We are going to have so much fun together, Trorm Coldstorm.”
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